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1. Introduction 
Some literary works have a way of tapping into the hopes and fears of contemporary 
generations, and describing exactly what is on the public’s mind at any specific time. They 
expose the potential problems contained in our societies that we are somehow aware of, 
but have not quite been able to pinpoint or formulate ourselves. This description is often 
true of works in the literary genre called dystopia. The genre has an inherent ability to 
expose the nature of a contemporary society and in many cases to present its points in an 
accessible style. Therefore some of the central works of the genre have become very 
popular and widely recognised. The most evident sign of this is the fact that expressions 
such as “Big Brother” and “brave new world!” are now commonly used in the particular 
senses with that they were endowed in the respective novels in which they first appeared.1  
However, the literary fame achieved by certain works also means that their 
focus often comes to appear more singular and shade-less than was probably the intention 
originally. In other words, the more simple and memorable aspects of the novels and the 
societies they describe steal focus from the subtler themes that exist in the background of 
a given novel. Beneath the immediate and easily recognizable aspects are the general 
elements and conflicts that often act as organizing principles behind all of the overt 
matters. Moreover, these same themes often recur in several works and are thus in a way 
also significant for the genre as a whole. It is these general themes that this thesis will try 
to define and bring out.   
 
 
1.1. Problem Definition 
Trying to define a recurring, general theme of dystopian narratives, the perennial conflict 
between state and individual comes to mind. This conflict represents the clash between 
stable human values and the technological and political development of the societies in 
which we live. Since dystopian narratives, and the morally flawed societies they describe, 
are the subjects of this thesis, it can be assumed that the technology and politics have had 
a distinctly negative influence on the people living in the imaginary societies. Accordingly, 
a common motif is the deliberate stifling of human nature, which happens in order to make 
the general population completely obedient of the state. Wishing to look into the specific 
ways in which citizens of a dystopic society are repressed as well as the effects of this 
                                                 
1
 The concept of “Big Brother” was invented by George Orwell in his novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, and “brave 
new world” got its present connotations from Aldous Huxley’s use of the phrase, in the novel Brave New 
World.   
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repression, a sensible way of formulating the cardinal question and the sub-questions is as 
follows:  
 
In which ways do the state powers in the dystopian novels Nineteen Eighty-Four 
and Brave New World repress or actively change values and human nature? 
 
Which traits of human nature are most strongly opposed and oppressed in dystopic 
societies? 
 
What effect does the oppression of natural traits have on citizens in the dystopic societies? 
 
How can the complex term dystopia be defined optimally? 
 
 
1.2. Explanation of Terms 
The problem definition, and thus the focus of this thesis, revolves around the two concepts 
of values and human nature. Both of these concepts can potentially be subjects of much 
debate as to what exactly they mean and signify. So in order to avoid confusion or 
ambiguity pertaining to these terms further on in the thesis, it will be necessary to define 
them authoritatively, from the outset.  
  
The concept of values is described as follows, in Webster’s Dictionary: 
  
“The ideals, customs, institutions, etc., of a society toward which the members 
of the group have and affective regard.” (Webster’s Dictionary, 1989) 
 
The definition found in Webster’s is largely similar to ones from other sources. They all 
roughly agree that the members of a given group must necessarily regard the values of 
their community with affection. This way of defining values, however, is somewhat difficult 
to work with, when describing a dystopic society. The people in such a society arguably 
only live by the values and regard them as positive because they are forced to do so. If 
they were not suppressed they might regard the values rather differently. But as there is 
no obvious and workable alternative to the term values it will be most productive to use it 
even so. The term values should in fact be useful as long as one bears in mind that the 
affective regard might not necessarily be voluntary. 
 
  The Inhumanity of Dystopia 
  Søren Hellerung, Autumn 2005. 
 
 4 
Webster’s Dictionary defines human nature as follows: 
 
“The psychological and social qualities that characterize mankind, esp. in 
contrast to other living things.” (Webster’s Dictionary, 1989) 
 
This definition captures the important notion that creating an image of human nature is 
often a way of comparing humans with other types of beings. Significantly, the definition 
uses a very broad idea of life (living things), rather than a relatively narrow one (e.g. 
animals). Furthermore, the qualities of mankind are not tied to a specific period or locality 
in any way. In this way the definition conveys that human nature is a stable factor that 
does not change essentially according to general societal development. All of this makes 
the definition practical as it can thus be used to describe differences between true human 
nature and stifled kinds of human behaviour that may be found in dystopic societies. 
 
When discussing alterations in values and human nature in general, one naturally 
presupposes that the new values are different from a set of values that already exists. 
Looking at a dystopic society it is usually straightforward to determine its overall values 
and to conclude that they are radically different than sets of values that actually exist in the 
world. The latter element does, however, remain somewhat unclear; it is difficult to say 
exactly what the values of the imaginary society are different from. It would perhaps be 
convenient to say that the original values would be the ones that existed in the 
contemporary society of the author of a given narrative. However, writing a thesis from a 
point significantly removed temporally from these societal situations makes it difficult to get 
anything except a rough idea of their values. In addition, the specific main works used in 
this thesis, Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four, are noticeably separated by 
World War 2, and are thus logically products of significantly different sets of values and 
ideas of human nature. Ultimately, this means that a certain level of vagueness is 
unavoidable when trying to pinpoint the contemporary values that contrast with those of 
the dystopic society. The only useful and valid method is to combine the rough ideas of the 
situation in the contemporary societies of the authors with concepts of more perennial and 
stable human values. This method is especially useful when assuming that dystopian 
narratives often deal with essential traits of human nature.  
The entire matter is further complicated by the fact that the warped morals of 
dystopic societies can usually be perceived as acidic, satirical comments on the morals of 
the contemporary society of the author. Consequently, it would seem that the values have 
not changed considerably, but this is of course not the case. Even if the ideological seeds 
for the dystopic values may already exist in the contemporary society, they are usually just 
  The Inhumanity of Dystopia 
  Søren Hellerung, Autumn 2005. 
 
 5 
an implicit order of things, whereas the explicit values of the society are starkly different. 
What the author of a dystopian narrative then usually does is to create a society where the 
malicious, underlying values of a contemporary society have become the explicitly 
governing ones in an imaginary society. This means that when talking of changes or 
alterations in values and human nature one does in fact refer to a change in the explicit 
values and the conventional social behaviour. 
 
 
2. Method 
The considerations about the method of this thesis are largely integrated into the specific 
chapters to which the various parts of the methodological process pertain. This has been 
useful because the method can then, for example, be concrete in talking about how 
specific terms are implemented and used in a given analytical chapter. Therefore, this 
chapter will only provide a structural outline of how the different parts of the project are 
interdependent. This chapter will also explain the delimitations that have been made to 
retain a sharp focus of the thesis. 
  
The first major part of the project is the theory chapter, which describes and defines the 
genre of dystopia and its similarity with and formal links to other genres. To this effect, the 
focus of the chapter is guided by the question in the problem definition that pertains to the 
definition of the term dystopia. The chapter is largely based on points and concepts from 
the book Scraps of the Untainted Sky by Tom Moylan. The reason why it has been useful 
to work with a single broad theoretical source is that Moylan’s book is in fact made up of 
surveys of various critics within the field of literary criticism concerned with dystopian 
narratives. In this way the book provides an authoritative overview of the field and the 
theoretical development within it. The theory chapter seeks to define and explain a number 
of terms and concepts for utilization further on in the thesis. The terms are meant to 
facilitate the process of analysing the literary works by providing clear modes of 
understanding and describing the themes and formal mechanisms of a dystopian 
narrative.  
 
The analysis chapter contains detailed analyses of the formal and thematic aspects of 
Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four. These analyses are carried out using the 
terms and concepts described in the theory chapter, and are focused around the cardinal 
question of the problem definition. Given that this model of analysis and these specific 
theoretical terms have not been applied in detail to the two works before, the points can in 
most cases not be backed up directly with statements from critics. However, references 
  The Inhumanity of Dystopia 
  Søren Hellerung, Autumn 2005. 
 
 6 
will be used wherever possible, which will often be when speaking of the storyline and 
setting in general.  
 The reason why it is still relevant to work with two novels that have seemingly 
already been discussed exhaustively, is that they can be perceived as representative of 
the genre as a whole. This makes it possible to draw precise and plausible conclusions 
about the genre in general by only exploring a few works intently. The conclusions 
eventually reached in this thesis will be useful in defining certain central concerns for the 
dystopian genre. To further support the validity of the conclusions eventually reached in 
the thesis, two other dystopian works will be dealt with and analysed very briefly in a short 
chapter that concludes the analysis section. These additional works are Fahrenheit 451 by 
Ray Bradbury and The Machine Stops by E. M. Forster. 
 
The final part of the thesis compares points from the individual analyses and discussions 
of the respective main works. The goal is to define mechanisms of suppression and 
changes in values and human nature, in a way that brings together the themes found in 
the individual works. In other words, the chapter will seek to find some unifying concepts 
behind the modes of suppression implemented in the two individual dystopic societies. 
Certain points in the discussion will be supported by examples from two other works, 
namely Ray Bradbury’s novel Fahrenheit 451 and E.M. Forster’s short story The Machine 
Stops. This is done because examples from these works will help make specific points of 
the argumentation clearer. The inclusion of these two works into the discussion will 
demonstrate how the terms and analytical approaches implemented in this thesis are 
applicable too works other than the two main novels, and that the terms are thus generally 
useful when discussing the dystopian genre. The reason why the two other works will not 
be analysed in more detail, is that the societal constructs they describe are arguably more 
simplistic than the ones in Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four, and therefore not 
as useful for demonstrating the workings of a full-fledged dystopic society. 
  The discussion chapter will segue naturally into the final conclusion where all 
of the important and central points are summed up.  
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3. Defining Dystopia 
This chapter will deal with the problems of defining the term “dystopia” and the consequent 
difficulty of pinpointing the genre of dystopian fiction. This is mainly done through 
comparison with the terms “utopia”, “eutopia” and “anti-utopia”, all of which are subgenres 
of science fiction. These genres are closely related to dystopia, but differ in the formal 
approaches that they take to their subject matter.  
In the exploration of the term it is also useful to provide an idea of the 
development of the definition of dystopia as a term. The various definitions have gradually 
emerged within the fields of literary studies that deal with science fiction and utopian 
narratives. Given that dystopia has only slowly become a distinct term, the development of 
definitions also signifies a development in the way that theorists perceive the 
interrelatedness of the various subgenres of science fiction. The reason why it is 
necessary to discuss the definitions in this much detail is that the particular term continues 
to be disputed. Theorists have several different ways of categorizing or labelling the 
literary works, and in some cases dystopia is still not perceived as a category in its own 
right. To be able to untangle this muddle of contradictory concepts and definitions it is 
necessary to start out from a somewhat basic level of genre classification and then move 
towards a description and extraction of individual subgenres. 
The chapter will also explore the more or less exclusive ideological connections 
that exist between individual subgenres and certain political stances. This will help 
demonstrate the ways in which literary descriptions of non-existent societies can actually 
pertain to the real world and its politics. 
 
The broad, overall category for all the works of fiction that will be analysed in this thesis is 
“science fiction”. It should be noted from the outset that this genre covers much more than 
the type of popular fiction with which the name is usually associated. As with many other 
literary terms the borders of science fiction are not very well defined, but the various 
definitions tend to agree that it is a kind of speculative fiction principally dealing with the 
impact of imagined science and technology upon society and persons as individuals. 2 
Having to span quite a diverse range of texts and literary subgenres, this definition is of 
course somewhat broad and vague. The reason why it is still useful within the scope of this 
thesis is that it underlines the significance of the dialectical conflict between the individual 
and a larger power that is somehow grounded in the political structure and/or level of 
technological development in the imaginary society. As will be elaborated upon below, 
similar conflicts are often essential formal elements in dystopias. 
                                                 
2
 Most definitions reflect this manner of defining the genre, but the particular phrasing is taken from 
wikipedia.org. 
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Dystopian fiction is inevitably linked to the far older utopian genre, which then also needs 
to be examined closer. When Thomas More wrote Utopia in 1516 he provided a name for 
a mode of writing that has distinct traces as far back as to 360 B.C. when Plato wrote The 
Republic. The term “utopia” is an amalgam of the two Greek words - "not" (ou) and "place" 
(topos), thus meaning "nowhere".3 It should be noted that the word “utopia” is in fact 
neutral, and does not necessarily refer to a positive society, but rather just to a non-
existent society (Moylan, 2000:74). The positive utopia, the description of a good place, is 
covered by the word “eutopia”, but only few theorists seem to work with the distinction 
between eutopia and utopia, and often the two terms are perceived as interchangeable. 
Ultimately, the distinction will not be foregrounded in this thesis, so it will suffice to simply 
use “utopia” as a generic moniker for both subgenres, while still bearing this subtle 
distinction in mind.  
In the classic perception, the utopian genre deals with the meticulous 
description of seemingly unobtainable perfect or ideal societies,4 but this is simply a 
common misunderstanding. Utopian works cannot and do not claim to have perfect 
solutions to the problem of society; they merely claim to be closer to optimal solutions than 
present societies (Moylan, 2000:76). Containing elements of critique against the present 
society as well as outlines of how to improve it, utopian fiction is inherently radical or even 
revolutionary at its core. Therefore it often has direct ideological, if not actual, links to left 
wing politics. Apart from being the name of a literary, genre the word “utopian” can also be 
used about progressive mindsets. For example Karl Marx could be described as a utopian 
thinker. This serves to demonstrate that utopian aspirations are not just intellectual 
exercises, but that they can potentially reshape the world in a tangible way.  
To critics, the problem with the utopian genre is that its solutions are often too 
radical and too far removed from the realities of present societies, and thus generally not 
very useful for guiding societal development. This point of view is often connected to a 
conservative wish for gradual development rather than revolution. The scepticism towards 
the value and usefulness of utopian thought has even given rise to a literary genre of its 
own: anti-utopia. Anti-utopian writings are similar to utopian in that they describe non-
existent societies, but their aim is to make the readers critical of some particular utopian 
construction or simply the inherent radicalism of utopianism in general (Moylan, 2000:74).  
In that way, utopian and anti-utopian thoughts seem to fall squarely at either end of the 
political spectrum, but this is not necessarily the case. Anti-utopian, conservative texts can 
for example sometimes tap into radical dissatisfaction with the present system (Moylan, 
                                                 
3
 Wikipedia.org 
4
 This way of defining utopia is found in Abrams among others.  
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2000:142), but these instances are too marginal to be of any real consequence in this 
context. The most important conclusion to draw on this background is that utopia and anti-
utopia cannot be identified exclusively with specific political views, but rather with 
aspirations of wishing to, respectively, alter or preserve a governmental status quo. Or in 
still other and more broad terms utopias support the notion that humans and societies are 
perfectible, whereas anti-utopia “forecloses all transformative possibility” (Moylan, 
2000:147). 
 
Another important point to note about anti-utopianism is that theorists have often used the 
term about works that would be labelled as dystopian narratives according to the 
definitions used in this thesis. In this mode of categorizing the subgenres of science fiction 
dystopianism does not have its own category. This mode of definition was in fact prevalent 
within science fiction and utopian literary studies until the 1970s, and as a result much of 
the early research on dystopian narratives uses a different moniker.5 The key critical work 
in the process of dissipating the confusion of terms was Utopia – the Problem of Definition 
by Lyman Tower Sargent (1975). It was in this essay that Sargent approached the 
definitions outlined above: anti-utopia is directly critical of utopianism whereas 
dystopianism refers to the literary description of negative societies that do, however, also 
remain closer to the utopian mode of writing (Moylan, 2000:127). John Huntington sees a 
strong relation between utopia and dystopia: 
 
“The utopian-dystopian position involves ‘the imaginative attempt to put together, to 
compose and endorse a world,’ whereas the anti-utopian represents the opposing 
‘attempt to see through, to dismember a world’.” (Moylan, 2000:128) 6 
 
This observation serves as the ultimate argument against the widespread practice of 
seeing dystopia as a subgenre of anti-utopia. The notion that dystopia is somehow closer 
to utopia than is anti-utopia also indicates its function as defined by Tom Moylan. He 
perceives dystopia as a mediator between the two extremes. As mentioned above, anti-
utopia is pessimistic about the potentials of humanity and conversely utopia is optimistic. 
All dystopian narratives then negotiate the continuum between these two antinomies by 
having different levels of either optimistic or pessimistic attitudes (Moylan, 2000:147). The 
genre of dystopia has been even further subdivided according to these varying views. The 
                                                 
5
 Although researching in a less than well-defined field, some of the early critics do reach points that will be 
valuable in this thesis. Therefore some analyses will be included even though they refer to “dystopia” by the 
unrefined term “anti-utopia”. 
6
 This quote is Moylan’s linking of phrases from Huntington’s essay “Utopian and Anti-utopian Logic: H. G. 
Wells and His Successors”. 
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genre-distinctions are made through the description of some formal nuances in various 
works that fall within the category, but as these nuances are closely linked with specific 
structural and ideological properties of dystopian narratives the description of them will be 
put off until the next chapter.  
 
Having given an idea of the intricate formal and ideological relationship between science 
fiction and a few of its subgenres, it can be useful to view the whole cluster of genres from 
a more detached perspective. Although science fiction narratives are by and large 
structurally similar to regular narratives in terms of plot development, etc. they do greatly 
differ on at least one basic level. Literary works of science fiction, utopias and dystopias all 
work within what theorist Darko Suvin has termed as alternative frameworks (Moylan, 
2000:44). Conversely, regular narratives unfold within a framework that is somehow, albeit 
loosely, based on actual places and societies. The focus on the construction of an 
imaginary world is what sets science fiction and its subgenres apart from everything else: 
 
“[science fiction] is distinguished by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a 
fictional ‘novum’ (novelty, innovation) validated by cognitive logic.” (Moylan, 
2000:45) 
 
This textual novum can be defined as the sum of innovative, imaginary elements that 
make up the setting of a science fiction novel. The essential factor is that the novum works 
and makes sense as a logical construction. Furthermore it should appear credible within 
the reader’s comprehension of historical development, at least to the extent that the novel 
claims to portray a future version of earth. The reader must understand and accept the 
elements of the imaginary structure in order to fully grasp the actions taken by the 
characters in the novel. Therefore the reader has to engage in a process of decoding and 
piecing together the imaginary but logical construct.7 The elaborateness and logical 
integrity of the textual novum determines its quality, and in turn the objective quality of the 
text.  
 
The focus of this chapter has been the description of the thematic and structural 
similarities and differences between the literary genres that are closely related to dystopian 
narratives. In accordance with the problem definition, the most central point has been to 
define the term dystopia. First of all, the chapter has shown that dystopia is a formal sub-
genre of science fiction, and that consequently it can be subject to some of the same 
analytical approaches. In this context, the most useful of these general approaches is the 
                                                 
7
 The notion of decoding relates to the idea of textual estrangement, which will be explained below. 
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concept of the textual novum. This concept dictates an analytical approach where 
imaginary societies and worlds should be viewed as logical constructs. Secondly, it can be 
said that dystopias are invariably, or by definition, descriptions of “bad places” and the 
conflicts within them. This is of course a generalised way to put it, and, as the next chapter 
will show, the bulk of dystopian narratives do in fact share a much more detailed structural 
template. The third important aspect when defining dystopia is to clear up whether the 
genre is inherently more closely related to utopian or anti-utopian modes of thought. The 
chapter has shown that the dystopian genre acts as a sort of mediator between the 
utopian and anti-utopian genres. Dystopian narratives rarely side completely with one 
stance or the other; they negotiate the utopia/anti-utopia continuum, so to speak.  
 
 
3.1. The Structure of Dystopian Narratives  
This chapter will describe and explore the structure of typical dystopian narratives, and will 
also draw up distinctions between different types of dystopias. To this end it is necessary 
to carry on the comparison with both utopia and anti-utopia.  
 
Both the utopian and the dystopian genre have well-established narrative structures that 
recur in the vast majority of the works in the respective genres. But even if utopia and 
dystopia are in some ways similar or related, as also indicated in the preceding chapter, 
the two genres do differ a great deal in terms of style and strategy. 
The typical utopian text reads as a visitor’s guided journey through the society 
that the text has set out to describe (Moylan, 2000:148). The reader is introduced to and 
given explanations of the unfamiliar society bit by bit. This method first of all helps reflect 
and enhance the friendly and optimistic atmosphere of the society, in order to give the 
reader a good first impression, simply put. It gradually eases the reader into an 
understanding of the depicted society and avoids any incomprehensibility in the process. 
An unusual aspect of utopian texts is that their focus is set exclusively on the description of 
the society, to the point that they do not have narrative structures or prominent characters 
in any conventional sense. The works of both Plato and Thomas More are examples of 
this simple structure. All of these techniques invite the reader to evaluate his own society 
objectively against the supposedly better societal structure that he is presented with 
(Moylan, 2000:147), and this is the essential goal of utopias.  
Dystopian narratives often begin in medias res, as opposed to the friendly and 
gradual introductions found in typical utopias. This is part of an established technique for 
taking advantage of the fact that the depicted societies are unfamiliar to the reader. It is 
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meant to produce a feeling of confusion and uneasiness in the reader or, as termed by 
Moylan, a kind of textual estrangement:  
 
“This de-alienating ‘look of estrangement’ is both cognitive and creative, for it not only 
coolly assesses a given situation from a distanced perspective but it imaginatively 
does so by way of the textual form and not simply content.” (Moylan, 2000:43) 
 
The text does not only seem intimidating to the reader because of the unpleasant scenes 
and sceneries that are described, but also because the reader experiences a sort of 
alienation from the textual structure itself. Producing this feeling is an indirect, yet often 
very effective, way of making the reader understand the protagonist’s negative view of 
society, which means that the reader is often inclined to side with the protagonist.8 The 
reader feels that he is kept in the dark as he senses that there must be a hidden meaning 
behind the seemingly absurd surface, but feels unable to break the code, so to speak. To 
explain this more clearly it is again necessary to take a step back, as the basic narrative 
technique behind this is used in a broad range of works within the science fiction genre.  
 
Given that science fiction narratives naturally take place in societies that are completely 
unknown to the reader, it is always necessary for the author to establish the specific 
setting from a very basic level compared to more conventional genres. A great number of 
details need to be explained, but doing so too directly would make the text fall outside the 
register of a narrative, and it would incidentally also mean that the given text would move 
towards a utopian mode of writing. The setting of a novel provides a necessary 
background for understanding the actions of the protagonist. So in dystopian and science 
fiction narratives alike it is essential to establish most of the setting before commencing the 
story proper. This means that the setting is more often than not foregrounded in the initial 
parts of any given novel within the two genres (Moylan, 2000:4). But in order to avoid the 
unaesthetic direct descriptions, most of the classic science fiction and dystopian narratives 
take a completely different approach pertaining to narrative techniques. Instead of 
providing all the information at once in a condensed explanation, the important pieces of 
information are instead distributed across the text for the reader to piece together. This is 
of course an essential aspect of the textual estrangement experienced by the reader. 
Supposing that the reader knows nothing about a given text from the outset, he will usually 
assume, consciously or not, that the text takes place in a contemporary setting. When he 
encounters information that does not fit in with this assumption he is forced to revise his 
                                                 
8
 The full implications of this effect will elaborated upon below in conection with the more detailed description 
of the typical structure of dystopian narratives. 
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interpretation, but as the pieces never quite form a full picture the reader is aware that 
something remains hidden. This opaqueness is what produces the textual alienation. It is 
implicit in the term textual estrangement that the process of piecing together fragments of 
information can prove to be challenging for the reader. But while this sentiment may be off-
putting to some, it is the main attraction for others. The open spaces   that are not 
described invite the reader to co-create the depicted society and the narrative itself 
(Moylan, 2000:4). The text becomes writerly (scriptible), in the terms of Roland Barthes, as 
the reader has to fill in the gaps.  
This overall technique can of course be carried out in any number of different 
ways, which makes it difficult to describe it more specifically at this point. So in order to 
show how fictional societies are formally established as plausible and logical entities, a 
discussion of how the authors choose to unveil their settings and the effects of these 
choices will be included in the analysis.  
 
Moving away from the strictly formal concerns it is first of all relevant to look into which 
properties it is that makes dystopian fiction appeal to readers and writers alike. Many of 
the classic dystopian narratives seem to have a somewhat inexplicable, continuing 
attraction to readers, even several decades after they were written. They portray 
imaginary, future societies and their impact on the equally imaginary people that live in 
them, but often it is reasonable to see these warped societies as logical continuations of 
tendencies in contemporary societies. But apart from acting as reflections of a 
contemporary state of affairs dystopias often also deal with more profound, general topics. 
Or put differently, the works somehow seem to describe something even more basic. The 
classic dystopias, a category which includes the two works at the focus of this thesis, are 
almost exclusively “the product of the terrors of the twentieth century” (Moylan, 2000:xi). 
They help shed light on the atrocities of war and the modernised societies and political 
movements that led to it. In this way they tap into anxieties that most people share, but are 
often not fully capable of expressing (Jensen, 1984:151). This exact sentiment seems to 
be the goal of many dystopian narratives; the goal of finding some universal meaning or 
logic behind the absurdities, whether positive or negative. So even though the aspirations 
of most dystopias are thus largely similar, they do reach very diverse conclusions. In the 
terms established in the previous chapter, they have different ways of negotiating the 
utopia/anti-utopia continuum. 
 
To be able to discern exactly where a certain dystopian narrative places itself within the 
continuum, there are a few quite specific points to consider. To the extent that the 
narrative adheres to the classic structural principles of dystopias, which will be elaborated 
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upon below,  it also has very identifiable ways of signifying whether it is essentially closer 
to utopian or anti-utopian modes of thinking. By way of briefly summing up these two 
stances again, it can be said that utopian thought can ultimately be reduced to the 
optimistic belief in the improvability of society and man, whereas anti-utopian thought 
reduces to the opposite and negative belief that human nature, with its inherent tendency 
for destruction and oppression, cannot truly be altered (Moylan, 2000:154). In order to 
locate the hallmarks of either stance, we will first need to look at the typical structure of 
dystopian narratives from the so-called “classic” category, which has been referred to 
above.  
 Looking at the structures of dystopian narratives in a general and reductionist 
manner it is fairly simple to discern a recurring pattern. Most of the texts describe the 
conflict between a hegemonic power9 and an increasingly alienated protagonist (Moylan, 
2000:148). Invariably the reader is led to sympathise and even identify with the 
protagonist, partly because of the oppressed situation that the protagonist finds himself in, 
but also because of the textual estrangement that the reader will experience throughout 
large parts of the text.  This is more specifically an experience of alienation towards the 
hegemonic order that is basically similar to the protagonist’s perception. But even though 
the reader will almost immediately realise the oppressiveness and monstrosity of the 
hegemonic power, the opening parts of the narrative will usually show the protagonist in a 
normal everyday of apparent personal contentment (Moylan, 2000:148). This is a way of 
establishing the setting and the central narrative, which revolves around the hegemonic 
order. After a while the protagonist begins a process of growing alienation. Certain events 
make him realise the nature of the hegemonic power, and he starts to question the whole 
order of things. These first steps towards subversive actions are what commence what 
Moylan chooses to describe as a counter-narrative (Moylan, 2000:148). The counter-
narrative is the sequence of events that surround the protagonist and more specifically his 
rebellious aspirations and acts against the hegemony. So even though the term itself 
seems to imply that this kind of narrative is somehow second to the central narrative, the 
counter-narrative is actually what shapes and frames works of dystopian fiction. The text 
quite specifically begins just before, or exactly at, the point of dawning realisation on behalf 
of the protagonist, and ends when the conflict between rebel and hegemony, and thus the 
counter-narrative, has somehow been resolved. In other words, the narrative acts as a 
stable textual background whereas the counter-narrative develops the plot at the textual 
                                                 
9
 The hegemonic power is most often a state-power, but there are examples of other constructions. E.g. in E. 
M. Forster’s The Machine Stops (1909), the hegemonic power is an all-engulfing machine that controls every 
aspect of the human lives all over the world.  
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foreground. More specifically, the counter-narrative establishes the plot as a reaction to 
the hegemonic narrative.  
The reason why these terms are important in determining where to place a 
given text within the continuum is that they are closely linked to the hegemonic power and 
the alienated protagonist respectively. To be able to further sub-categorize the genre of 
dystopian narratives, it is useful, or even necessary, to look at the different ways in which 
the perennial conflict between these two elements is resolved; whether narrative or the 
counter-narrative prevails (Moylan, 2000:153). This variation shows how the author has 
chosen to negotiate the utopia/anti-utopia continuum. Essentially all dystopian narratives 
can be placed within one of two general groups; one group of texts hold aspirations for the 
alienated protagonist and the rebellious movement while the other chooses to think that 
the hegemony will continue to be in power. In most cases, however, dystopian narratives 
do not fall squarely within either of the categories. Analogously to the utopia/anti-utopia 
continuum, they somehow end up between the two extremes.  
Given that the resolution of the conflict is essential in placing a given narrative 
within the continuum, the end of the text is the analytical key, so to speak. In the instances 
where the rebels ultimately prevail over the hegemony the text can almost automatically be 
classified as being essentially utopian. The text demonstrates that man and society is 
improvable, and that the positive sentiments will eventually overpower the negative ones. 
Conversely, if the hegemonic power ends up relentlessly crushing all opposition, the text 
ultimately insists that humanity is fundamentally and inevitably corrupted. Tom Moylan 
creates his own terms as adaptations of concepts first described by Søren Baggesen in 
explaining these two polar opposites. One is called utopian pessimism and the other is 
anti-utopian pessimism. The reason why pessimism is a part of both concepts has to do 
with the generally negative tone as well as the honest acknowledgment of the bleak order 
of things that are implied in dystopian narratives. In other words, the pessimistic attitude is 
simply a direct response to the terrible state of the imaginary, dystopic society. According 
to Tom Moylan, this sentiment is present in all dystopian narratives, and, as reflected in 
the terms, the differences are only seen in the dissimilar ideas of whether the situation is 
likely to improve. In other words, the attitude is either resigned or militant (Moylan, 
2000:153).  
 A final refinement of the terminology can be achieved by incorporating the 
terms tendency and latency, as used by Baggesen in an adaptation of literary theorist 
Ernst Bloch’s terms. Tendency is defined as the “actual direction of history” (Moylan, 
2000:153), i.e. the course of events that will take place if nothing is done to alter it. Latency 
is defined as the possibility of changing the course of events: 
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“Given the tension between actual tendency and latent potential, a ‘space of 
possibilities’, […] emerges in which movement can still occur.” (Moylan, 2000: 
153) 
 
This space of possibilities can be opened in a number of different ways. The clearest way 
of retaining an open space is by letting the rebels overpower the hegemony, or at least be 
in an advanced stage of doing so. This would place the given text at the utopian end of the 
continuum. Alternately, the novel could have the hegemony crush the alienated 
protagonist and his co-rebels, but still leave a space of possibilities open by speaking of 
people, who have successfully escaped and lived outside the controlled boundaries of the 
established hegemonic order. In this case the space of possibilities can be described as 
being noticeably smaller than in the first example. A third distinct possibility is that the 
tense used by the narrator somehow reveals that he or she is relating the narrative from a 
temporal position after the hegemony. In this case the narrative itself can tell of the 
seemingly absolute impossibility of subversive actions while the form of the text reveals 
that somehow a space of possibilities does still exist. 
 
This chapter has touched upon the key formal elements and typical plot structures of 
dystopian narratives. Much more detail can be added when describing the specific works, 
but this is as far as a general analysis and description needs to go. The most important 
points from this chapter that should be kept in mind further on in the thesis are first of all 
the importance of the ending of the narratives in determining which ontological stance any 
given text assumes. The chapter has described the fact that the resolution of the conflict 
between the hegemonic power and the alienated protagonist reveals what ideas of human 
nature the narrative is meant to convey. This will be a valuable tool in determining the 
values implied in specific works. Secondly and closely related to the first point, the concept 
of spaces of possibilities will be very central when evaluating the various settings. Thirdly, 
there is the matter of the textual instruments implemented to create the feeling of textual 
estrangement. This point is important because it demonstrates that the bleak atmosphere 
of a dystopic society is created not only through description, but also through the use of 
textual effects. This phenomenon will be a central point of discussion in the analyses of the 
formal properties of the two central works in this thesis.  
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4. Analyses 
 
4.1. Procedure of Analysis 
This chapter will provide thorough analyses of the two main works: Nineteen Eighty-Four 
and Brave New World. The analyses will utilize the terms and structural patterns described 
in the theory chapter for carrying out a formal analysis of each novel. The content of the 
novel will be analysed broadly pertaining to overall themes. But in accordance with the 
problem definition this part of the analysis will ultimately focus on how moral values and 
human nature are changed in dystopic societies.   
 
The analyses of Nineteen Eighty-Four and Brave New World will, at least initially, revolve 
around the terms and analytical angles introduced in the chapters that concerning dystopia 
as a genre. The first step in each analysis will be to deal with the formal aspects of the 
narratives. In this connection, the points concerning textual estrangement and typical plot 
constructions, as explained in the previous chapters, will be utilized. In the case of textual 
estrangement, the natural angle is to analyse and describe how the technique is carried 
out specifically. The typical plot constructions function as template with which to compare 
the text at hand. Using this mode of comparison will make it fairly uncomplicated to 
pinpoint the formal peculiarities of the given text. It is, however, important to keep in mind 
that the description of the typical structure was slightly broad. This means that the 
narratives that are dealt with here cannot be compared to the template point by point, but 
rather just in general terms. One of the sub-goals of the analysis is to refine the template 
structure and to describe its workings in greater detail. 
 
In analysing the themes and motifs of the two novels the only tool specific to the dystopian 
genre is the concept of the textual novum. The angles and points of view implied in this 
concept will help forming an idea of the dystopic societies as complex textual and 
imaginary constructions. Analysing the complexity and logical integrity of these 
constructions will determine the values of the textual novums. This will be significant in the 
attempt to justify the fact that both of the main works are well respected and widely 
perceived as classics within the genre. Apart from working with this concept, the analysis 
of the textual content will be carried out as with any other work of fiction. The tools and 
concepts specified up until now will be sufficient in describing the features of dystopian 
narratives that deviate from the form of ordinary narratives. In other words, the aspects 
that remain to be analysed after having applied the dystopian approaches, can simply be 
described with terms pertaining to any conventional form of narrative. 
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 The analysis of the textual content will first of all provide a broad idea of the 
themes and motifs in the two works. This is necessary because many of the themes in 
dystopian narratives are closely interrelated, and that the various connections 
consequently need to be cleared up. The main goal of the analysis is of course much more 
specific. In accordance with the problem definition the most important focus is the variety 
of mechanisms implemented by the hegemonic power by way of suppressing the people of 
the dystopic society.  
 
4.2. Brave New World 
Brave New World takes place in the distant future, more precisely 2540 A.D.10 It is 
narrated in the past tense from a third person omniscient perspective, which alternates 
between focusing on one of several characters. The narrator frequently makes passages 
of objective description as partly demonstrated by this quotation: 
 
“A squat grey building of only thirty-four storeys. Over the Main entrance the 
words, CENTRAL LONDON HATCHERY AND CONDITIONING CENTRE, and, in a 
shield, the World State’s motto, COMMUNITY, IDENTITY, STABILITY.” (Huxley, 
1932:1) 
 
These are the opening sentences of Brave New World. In accordance with the template for 
the typical dystopian narrative the novel starts in medias res. From the very first sentence 
of the novel the reader is confronted with the textual novum and thus the alternative 
framework of the narrative. Being published in 1932, one can arguably claim that the novel 
is intuitively addressed to readers from within a foreseeable future, say the 1930’s. To 
these early readers of the novel the statement that the building has only 34 storeys would 
seem even more fantastic than to the modern reader. This is to say that the opening 
statement disagrees with the ontological assumptions of the readers. It signals that the 
reader needs to re-evaluate his ideas of the setting to be able to fit the statement into a 
logical framework; to be able to make sense of what goes on in the novel. The most 
important indicator of the necessity of re-evaluation is the mention of a certain World State. 
This notion in particular would in all likelihood have appeared rather outlandish to early 
readers, although it may also be perceived as an ideological reflection of Woodrow 
Wilson’s early aspirations for an international community of countries. The opening 
sentences covertly signal the uselessness of trying to make sense of the setting within a 
                                                 
10
 An alternative chronology is used within the novel. According to this chronology the year is 632 A.F., i.e. 
632 years after the production of the first Ford T car.   
  The Inhumanity of Dystopia 
  Søren Hellerung, Autumn 2005. 
 
 19 
conventional, contemporary framework. However, they do little by way of helping the 
reader towards creating a new pattern of understanding. They display the impenetrability 
of meaning that creates textual estrangement in Brecht’s terms. The intro of the novel is in 
fact a textbook example of this technique given that in mentioning London it “allows us to 
recognize [the] subject, but at the same time makes it seem unfamiliar” (Moylan, 2000:43). 
It would of course be an exaggeration to claim that the reader inevitably goes through this 
complex process of realisation and estrangement from reading one or two sentences. 
Chances are that the reader does not even begin to consider the full ontological 
implications of the statements. Consequently, it is more precise to say that it is the 
accumulation of impenetrability, which is found throughout the novel that causes the 
feeling of estrangement.  
In the first few pages of the novel the textual estrangement is incidentally far 
less evident than that created by the content itself, as the narrator describes the immediate 
setting in a strongly biased manner. The sunrays entering the building are almost endowed 
with spirit. They obtain a vibrant, living quality as they search for living flesh in the 
laboratories of the grey building (Huxley, 1932:1). All the sunrays come across is porcelain 
and metal, which coldly reflects its light. The interior of the building is thus described as 
barren and wintry. In this way the narrator juxtaposes the rich and natural warmth of the 
sunlight with the dead-like sterility within the human edifice. This significant conflict 
between the soulless machinery and a deep sentiment of the natural order recurs in a 
multitude of variations within the novel as well as the dystopian genre in general. The 
description also helps in firmly establishing Brave New World as a dystopian narrative from 
the outset, as the text is overtly a description of a bad place.  
 
Looking at the structure of the novel in a broader perspective, the proximity to the typical 
dystopian structure becomes slightly more arbitrary. As demonstrated above, the conflict 
between the hegemonic power and an alienated protagonist is typical to the point of 
almost being a defining aspect of dystopia. Brave New World clearly does contain such a 
conflict, but the structure of the conflict is not as clear-cut or clean as the template. Before 
moving further into the analysis of the defining conflict, it is, however, essential to consider 
some basic formal aspects of the novel.  
The book consists of 18 chapters indicated with Roman numerals. Each of 
these chapters is subdivided into smaller segments, which are indicated with regular 
numerals. None of these divisions are fundamentally different from those of regular 
narratives. Or in other words, the structural principles of dystopian narratives do not reflect 
in the basic structure of chapter divisions. Apart from the explicitly indicated divisions there 
is a strong incitement to split the whole novel into two large parts, where the first nine 
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chapters make up one part and the last nine make up the other. The novel is not formally 
divided as such, but the progression and focus of the novel motivate the divisions strongly. 
This is where the analysis returns to the matter of the slightly atypical structure of the 
conflict.  
Initially, the narrative pertaining to the hegemonic order is firmly established. 
From the explicit and biased narration discussed above, the focus shifts to “a troop of 
newly arrived students” (Huxley, 1932:2) who are being introduced to the inner workings of 
the so-called ‘hatcheries’ by the ‘Director’ of the centre. This also serves as an effective 
and convenient way of introducing one of the central aspects of the novel’s novum to the 
reader. The meticulous processes of artificially developing foetuses are very essential to 
the World State, and the structure and values of the entire society are clearly reflected in 
the description of them. To the reader the values presented in the first chapter will almost 
inevitably appear infinitely unfamiliar and discomforting. Thus the hegemonic power, and 
the narrative along with it, is firmly established as a negative entity. The narrative is 
perpetuated by following the character Lenina from a third person perspective. Lenina 
represents the perfect typification of a normal World State citizen. The descriptions from 
her everyday help the reader understand how the overall structure of the imaginary society 
functions on a practical level. In this way the grasp of the society as a whole is improved, 
but the high level of estrangement, or even repulsion, towards it is not altered. In chapter 
III the textual estrangement is even intensified by the implementation of an unsettling and 
highly confusing technique.  
The chapter begins in a normal manner with a few pages describing a piece of 
the daily life in the so-called conditioning centre and the visit of world-controller Mustapha 
Mond. Soon, however, the focus starts alternating between different scenes: the 
conditioning centre and Lenina’s and Bernard’s dressing rooms respectively. The scenes 
are cut up into sections that grow smaller and smaller as the text progresses, until the 
point where each section is made up of just one line. This fragmented structure creates a 
thoroughly confusing, cacophonic effect. Every single sentence is effectively removed from 
its immediate context and mixed in with sentences that pertain to completely different 
situations. Mustapha Mond’s high-flung discourse is jumbled up with Lenina’s mundane 
activities and superficial thoughts. Given that both episodes pertain to a setting that has 
not yet been thoroughly clarified at this early point in the novel, the effect on the reader is 
one of strong textual estrangement. This type of textual estrangement moves beyond the 
scope of the conventional type by going at great lengths to deliberately obstruct the 
reader’s comprehension of the text.  
The different types of estrangement experienced by the reader add up to a 
form of understanding of how Bernard, the alienated protagonist, feels about the systemic 
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World State. The reader appreciates that the hegemonic power has somehow integrated 
itself into every aspect of the lives of its citizens, and therefore he/she understands and 
sympathises with the situation of the protagonist as he is introduced in chapter IV.  
Bernard Marx is initially introduced as a somewhat peripheral character in 
Lenina’s life sphere. He does, however, immediately stand out as rather unusual and not 
quite fitting into the societal pattern. Given that Lenina is a typecast World State citizen, 
her evaluation of Bernard is directly analogous to his relation to the society in general. The 
contrast is further intensified by the juxtaposition of Bernard’s melancholic appearance 
with the hordes of workers “talking and laughing” (Huxley, 1932:50) and carelessly 
enjoying themselves. In the second part of chapter IV the focus finally shifts from Lenina to 
Bernard. Although the protagonist of a dystopian narrative is often introduced fairly early 
on, it is not wholly unusual that the introduction happens this relatively late.11 The chapters 
and passages where Bernard is the central character display a far deeper level of emotion 
and personal doubt than with Lenina. The fact that he already seems to be an alienated 
character from the beginning of the novel is not completely unusual. The unusual aspect is 
that Bernard already seems to have realised that he is fundamentally different from 
everyone else, and that he is to some extent able to lead a functional life with this internal 
contradiction. In this way the conflict between the two parties seems to have moved into 
non-confrontational stage. Bernard’s motives are not necessarily rebellious, he just seems 
to want to fit in and become fully accepted as an Alpha. Bernard’s character traits will be 
elaborated upon below, so at this point it is sufficient to note that the resoluteness of the 
protagonist is directly reflected in the dynamics of the plot. With Bernard as the active 
protagonist, the plot moves along without a completely clear focus due to his somewhat 
irresolute nature. This means that the counter-narrative remains largely underdeveloped 
throughout the first part of the novel. 
In the second part focus shifts from Bernard to John, the savage. Compared 
to Bernard John is far more assertive in his way of dealing with the hegemonic power. At 
first he is positively taken aback by the society he is being introduced to, but before long 
his amazement turns into revulsion and he begins to actively fight the system. This turn 
arguably also marks the beginning of the counter-narrative proper. The events in the first 
part of the novel were of course necessary in the sense that they had to take place before 
the setup of the second part was even possible. In other words Bernard’s decisions to go 
to the reservation and to bring home John were simply precursors to the actual conflict. 
The conflict could most likely not have evolved much further had it been driven forward by 
Bernard. The pace of the plot changes slightly when John becomes the character in focus. 
                                                 
11
 Another example of this is found in E. M. Forster’s The Machine Stops, points from which will be discussed 
briefly below.  
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Rather than just looking for a place within the dystopic society as is Bernard’s goal, John 
wants to draw attention to the fundamental depravity of the society. John’s objective is 
thus much more profound than Bernard’s, and this seems to give him a stronger 
determination to succeed. The fact that John’s ideas are in many ways diametrically 
opposed to the morality of the World State brings tension and vigour to the counter-
narrative. This strong opposition cannot exist within the society, and therefore John’s entry 
into and clash with the societal structure is ultimately what produces the resolution to the 
vague counter-narrative initiated by Bernard. 
The narrative structure of Brave New World is less straightforward than the 
classical dystopian structure because it focuses on several different counter-narrative 
protagonists. John, Bernard and even Helmholtz Watson all have vital roles in propelling 
the counter-narrative. But although the overall structure is slightly unusual, many typical 
dystopian narrative techniques and elements are still present. The methodical use of 
techniques that are meant to create textual estrangement is an important example of this 
fact. A final important point from the structural analysis is that the pace and dynamic of the 
counter-narrative is directly proportional to the level of opposition that the alienated 
protagonist holds towards the hegemonic power. This thought creates an important 
perspective that will also be considered briefly below in connection with the other works, 
although it falls outside the immediate purview of the problem field. 
 
The artificial development of foetuses and subsequent conditioning of infants is an 
essential institution in the World State society. As mentioned above, these processes 
reflect the societal structure directly. In fact it would be even more precise to say that the 
societal structure is produced along with the people in it. The caste system within the 
World State consists of a handful of distinct social classes, each of which is intended to 
perform specific types of jobs. The classes bear the names of Greek letters; from the 
intelligent Alphas to the semi-moronic Epsilons. Through periodic deprivation of air, 
insertion of alcohol and other measures, the mental development of some foetuses are 
hampered according to which class they are supposed to enter into. After decanting, which 
is the World State equivalent of birth, each individual is furthermore conditioned to occupy 
its certain place in society and to interact with other individuals according to their societal 
positions. Through so-called sleepteaching12 the infants are basically taught to be devoted 
to their own social class and feel mild detestation for all others. This means that the 
                                                 
12
 Sleepteaching, or hypnopaedia, is a method of making infants internalize some specific sentences as 
irrevocable truths. The sentences are repeated endlessly to the children while they sleep, from speakers 
under their pillows.   
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stratification of the entire society is embedded in the mind of each individual and that 
he/she obeys these laws subconsciously and without questioning them.  
The various steps involved in the artificial breeding of children are some of the 
most crucial innovations made in the novel. In other words they are an important part of 
the novum. The psychological concepts behind the processes are obviously derived from 
some of the various groundbreaking psychological theories that arose around the 
beginning of the 20th century. Huxley has chosen to label the imaginary concepts behind 
the conditioning procedures as Neo-pavlovian. The novel provides an example of a neo-
pavlovian technique in practice. The scene has a large number of young infants crawling 
towards and examining colourful books and flowers while the Director of the centre is 
showing the aforementioned students around: 
 
“Small hands reached out uncertainly, touched, grasped, unpetalling the 
transfigured roses, crumpling the illuminated pages of the books. The Director 
waited until they were all happily busy. Then […] he gave the signal. […] 
There was a violent explosion. Shriller and ever shriller a siren shrieked. 
Alarm bells maddeningly sounded. ‘And now,’ the Director shouted, […] ‘now 
we proceed to rub in the lesson with a mild electric shock.’” (Huxley, 1932:16) 
 
This scene deconstructs the familiar, sentimental image of crawling, playing toddlers and 
places the elements into a bleak and horrifying context. The type of conditioning 
demonstrated in the scene evokes images and ideas of the animal experiments that 
Pavlov carried out in his research on stimulus/response around the turn of the 19th century. 
Combining these two distinct and contrasting images adds up to an emotionally 
discomforting representation. Most readers will probably have strong emotional responses 
to the relentless cruelty of this particular scene. In that light the objective and coolly 
controlling Director appears emotional cold and somewhat inhuman. He perceives the 
situation as a matter of routine and focuses on the ingenuity of the procedure when 
relating it to the students. In this way he becomes a typical representative of the kind of 
cynical and emotionally detached attitude, which dominates the World State. This last 
point will be elaborated upon below. 
 As with many other intellectual works from the first half of the 20th century, it is 
possible to trace the influence of Freudian theory in Brave New World. First of all Freud’s 
concept of the power of the subconscious is what makes it possible for the World State to 
shape the adult behaviour of the individual through sleepteaching. More important, 
however, is the notion that all individuals are avoiding endless amounts of anguish and 
emotional distress because they do not have any parents (Huxley, 1932:194). As warped 
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as this logic may seem it is in fact a somewhat direct continuation of the way that 
Freudianism often represents the parent-child relationship as infinitely problematic and 
even destructive. Completely removing the parent as an element in the equation is a 
fiercely satirical, but of course simplified, way of cutting the perennial conflict short and 
avoiding its negative effects.  
   
Psychological theories are not the only contemporary trends that are dealt with in the 
novel. The most central and explicitly represented ideology from Huxley’s contemporaries 
is the functional principles of Henry Ford. These principles cover both the production of 
goods as well as specific ways of channelling the goods into society, and go by the 
appropriate moniker of Fordism.13 In the early 20th century, the principles formulated by 
Henry Ford instigated the transition from traditional manufacturing into mass production. At 
the core was famously the conveyor belt, which was pivotal in speeding up the production 
process. Faster production meant that expensive goods, such as cars, became cheaper to 
make and thus available to more consumers, which, roughly put, resulted in mass 
consumption. Ford also implemented elaborate strategies for making the consumers 
consume as much as possible. Conveyer belts, mass consumption and consumer 
strategies all play parts in Brave New World, but the most important aspect when 
discussing Huxley’s work is probably the important underlying idea of Fordism; that 
efficiency is more important than all else.  
The principles of Fordism are present in every aspect of life in the World 
State. Henry Ford is worshipped as a god and the official historical timeline starts at the 
production of the first Ford T. Accordingly, all Christian crosses have had the top sawed off 
so that they appear as T’s instead. In many ways, the sentiment of religion in the World 
State appears as a pun on Christianity. For example the people of the World State 
invariably say “oh, Ford!” rather than “oh, Lord!”. The spiritual, transcendent entity of God 
has been replaced a mundane, technological object of praise. In this way the concept of 
religion has become completely hollow in Huxley’s imaginary society. The only superficial 
similarity between the notion of God and Ford respectively is that they are both somehow 
present in the process of creating life. But according to the nature of each entity, God 
plays a spiritual part whereas Ford has a more technical role. His invention, the conveyer 
belt, has the important function of transporting the foetuses through the various stages of 
pre-birth development. The fact that the citizens of the World State are literally produced 
                                                 
13
 The word Fordism refers to the actual production principles of Henry Ford as well as the state religion of 
the World State, in which Henry Ford is worshipped as a deity. To be able to distinguish these two concepts 
the production principles are referred to in the usual manner (Fordism), while the imaginary religion is 
referred to in apostrophes (‘Fordism’).  
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using Ford’s systems is an effective symbol of how the Fordist principles are indivisibly 
integrated into the fabric of society.  
One of Aldous Huxley’s admitted intentions behind writing Brave New World 
was to criticise and logically dismantle Fordism and the mindless consumerism that often 
comes as a result of it (Huxley, 1932:viii). Just before his first visit to the USA in 1926 he 
had read through the principles of Henry Ford, and at his arrival, he had found that the 
American society was horribly similar to Ford’s visions. He disliked the empty hedonism 
and pointless self-indulgence that he observed, as well as the disturbingly large amount of 
power that the companies seemed to have over the consumers. In Brave New World this 
power relationship has been formalised into a state apparatus that deliberately deprives its 
citizens from anything except activities and behaviour that is directly functional in 
perpetuating the state itself. In accordance with Ford, efficiency comes first. There is no 
room for irregularities, and thus no room for individual or eccentric behaviour. If one 
person expresses dissatisfaction with the state it is likely to influence the happiness of all 
others, or as it is phrased in one of the hypnopaedic sentences “if the individual feels the 
community reels” (Huxley, 1932:81). This ultimately means that every little abnormality has 
the potential to upset the equilibrium of society, and thus should not be allowed.  
 
To keep the society running smoothly, so to speak, the citizens are confined to a set 
number of activities that are harmless to the community. All of theses activities are in a 
sense dictated by the most basic desires and needs of human beings. The citizens crave 
entertainment so the state provides it in abundance. Although the entertainment is bland 
and pointless, it still manages to fulfil a basic need. In similar ways, the state interferes 
with and controls every aspect of the lives of the citizens, in order to achieve the ambition 
of absolute efficiency.  
Even the traditionally private matter of sex has become a public matter in 
Huxley’s vision. The state needs to control this aspect too, because sex and love 
relationships are habitually sources of the kind of personal dissatisfaction that must be 
avoided at all costs. The people are encouraged to have promiscuous sexual relations 
because emotional attachment to a single person can potentially lead to the irrational and 
unproductive feeling of heartbreak as well as loyalty towards specific persons rather than 
the community. The occasional periods of slight depression that may occur in the lives of 
the citizens can be cured with the drug ‘Soma’, which is strongly endorsed by the World 
State. The combination of all of these measures means that that the citizens are kept in a 
permanent state of mental sedateness. The state has utilized all imaginable methods to 
prevent them from having emotional lows, but at the same time they have removed the 
opportunity of experiencing moments of true happiness. To the majority of the population 
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the lack of emotional depth is not a problem, they are quite content with droning through 
the superficial entertainment, recreation and relationships provided to them. Only a small 
group of maladjusted members of the super intelligent Alpha-plus class do not feel fully 
satisfied with their lives. They question their existence and try to find a transcendental 
meaning behind the banality.   
Bernard Marx belongs to this group of nonconforming individuals. He evidently 
appears to possess a deeper level of emotion than the regular World State citizen. In the 
following quote Lenina is asking Bernard out: 
 
“’That is […] if you still want to have me,’ Bernard’s pale face flushed. ‘What 
on earth for?’ she wondered, astonished, but at the same time touched by this 
strange tribute to her power. ‘Hadn’t we better talk about this somewhere 
else?’ he stammered, looking horribly uncomfortable.” (Huxley, 1932:50) 
 
It is important to note that this passage appears at a point in the novel where the usual 
practice of people asking each out casually has become well-established. In that context it 
is understood that Bernard’s behaviour is not appropriate, but at the same time it is 
completely understandable to the reader. As is arguably the case with most alienated 
protagonists, Bernard seems to posses largely the same values as exist in a contemporary 
society. He is embarrassed by the fact that Lenina makes such a straightforward proposal 
in front of so many people, just as many of us would probably be in a similar situation. His 
idea of what is socially acceptable does not correspond to the surrounding society but it 
would not be out of place in our actual society. This makes it easy for the reader to 
sympathise with Bernard, and conversely makes the dystopic society appear even more 
unfamiliar, or even hostile. Bernard is basically in the same position as the reader. The 
values and habits he encounters in the community and society around him seem foreign 
and largely incomprehensible. In most situations he does not seem to know exactly how to 
act appropriately. His lack of social skill is arguably caused by an error in the Fordist foetus 
development system, and is as such a conceivable irregularity in the logical construct of 
the World State society. The error has directly affected Bernard’s height, so that he is 
somewhat shorter than his fellow members of the Alpha class (Huxley, 1932:55). The 
infant conditioning has taught all the Alphas to dislike people from the other classes, height 
being a key distinguishing feature. Not only does this mean that everyone tends to avoid 
Bernard, it also implies that he has in effect been conditioned to dislike himself.  
Being a highly intelligent Alpha, Bernard possesses a mental capacity for 
thinking individually, at least to some extent. He has a measure of self-consciousness in all 
situations, as opposed to his fellow citizens: 
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“’It makes me feel as though…’ he hesitated, searching for words with which 
to express himself, ‘as though I were more me, if you see what I mean. More 
on my own, not so completely a part of something else. Not just a cell in the 
social body’” (Huxley, 1932: 78) 
 
Although Bernard has felt his alienation for long he is only just beginning to tentatively put 
his experience into words, and to formulate a wish for something better. Even the sharpest 
of minds in the World State encounter almost insurmountable difficulties in forming, let 
alone formulating, ideas that interfere with the logical truisms that have been planted in 
their minds through sleepteaching. The hegemonic power has succeeded in altering the 
rules of logic, in order to render subversive thoughts impossible to construct logically; to 
formulate.14 Bernard has to invent his own terms to be able to express his thoughts. 
Ultimately, however, Bernard’s personal revolt proves to be a question of 
popularity rather than of a want to shatter the societal order. He is for the most part subject 
to the same set of values as everyone else in the World State. A number of factors have 
brought him in a unique position to view the corrupt societal values from a detached and 
objective standpoint, but he does not take full advantage of it. Bernard is an accidental 
outsider who ultimately has few truly rebellious motives. When he returns from the 
reservation bringing back John, he obtains a celebrity-like status. But instead of shunning 
the community which he earlier expressed distinct wishes to break loose from, he fully 
embraces it again and forgets his earlier, personal dissatisfaction. In other words, he 
gladly approaches the values of the World State and disregards their flaws, as long as he 
can feel accepted. This is the main reason why Bernard as a character is too weak to 
provoke a fully escalated conflict with the hegemonic power. Simply put, his opposition 
towards the state is not sufficiently strong. Saying that Bernard is not a strong character 
may seem unfair as he does in fact keep trying to develop his description of what lies 
beyond the bleak existence of a World State citizen. He preserves the wish to transcend 
the immediate level of experience, and continues to believe that, “the purpose of life was 
not the maintenance of well-being, but some intensification and refining of 
consciousness…” (Huxley, 1932:154). But Bernard fights his struggle on the terms of the 
hegemonic power and is therefore destined to fail in changing much anything.  
 
While Bernard begins in a state of alienation and approaches the society and its values 
before again moving away over the course of the book, the development is quite the 
                                                 
14
 This notion touches upon the role of language in the oppressive apparatus of the hegemonic power. This 
discussion will be taken up again in connection with Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
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opposite in John’s case. John comes from the reservation, in which a community of people 
exist outside the control of the World State. These people are natives that are almost 
completely isolated from the dystopic society around them. The only form of contact 
comes through the occasional recreational visitors. Incidentally, John is the child of the 
aforementioned Director and a woman, Linda, who was left behind in the reservation. 
Having a single, non-native parent means that John is an outsider within his own society. 
He is not allowed to take part in a certain heathen ritual for young men, and is thus 
effectively obstructed from fully taking on the values of the native society.  
In many ways the religious values of the society in the reservation is 
diametrically opposed to those of the World State. The ‘Fordism’ of the World State is a 
singular technological religion, whereas the religion of the reservation is a chaotic mixture 
of uncivilized, natural religions and bastardized versions of established religions, such as 
Christianity. John understands and accepts these values, but is, as mentioned, not truly a 
part of the community. He obtains a set of values from an entirely different source, i.e. the 
complete works of William Shakespeare. John had learned to read by sifting through his 
mother’s manual of work instructions, but he found that it did not seem to describe, or even 
pertain to, the real world. Reading Shakespeare, however, provided him with an array of 
terms and concepts with which to describe and understand his society and the world in 
general. In this context Shakepeare’s works represent everything that is human about 
humans, so to speak. They seem to envelop every aspect of human life and all of its 
intense emotional contrasts: love and hate; happiness and melancholy; tragedy and 
comedy. This also implies that John should able to perceive and describe the World State 
society, as well as his own complex emotions, more objectively and clearly than Bernard.  
At his first contact with the unfamiliar society, however, John is taken aback in 
a positive way. Partly because of his mother’s endless praise of the World State during his 
childhood he meets it with an optimistic attitude, and is at first greatly impressed at the 
technological wonders of the society. His initial amazement comes from seeing a so-called 
Bokanovsky group, which is a group of up to one hundred people hatched from a single 
egg; the ultimate form of Fordist efficiency. John’s feeling of wonderment is expressed 
through a line from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, which John almost reflexively blurts out: 
 
“’O brave new world…’ By some malice of his memory the Savage found 
himself repeating Miranda’s words. ‘O brave new world that has such people 
in it.’” (Huxley, 1932:139)  
 
The line overtly expresses amazement, but at the same time it contains a deeper level of 
meaning that is by no means an approval of the society at hand. The utterance of this 
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sentence produces in John the first twinge of doubt in the World State society. It 
articulates, or at least comes to imply, the notion that somewhere during the process of 
technological development some important values have been lost. The matter is not 
further explicated at this point, but in the repetitions of the Shakespeare line later in the 
novel the connotative meaning becomes more and more ironic and acerbic. The 
development in connotative meaning serves as sign of growing alienation and the 
escalation of the conflict between John and the hegemonic power.  
 The conflict reaches its climax in chapter XI, which begins immediately after 
John’s mother Linda has died. Coming directly from his mother’s deathbed John’s is in a 
trance of grief. He pushes through a crowd of two Bokanovsky groups waiting for their 
daily soma rations. Awoken from his trance he is disgusted with the complete similarity of 
people in the crowd, who have only two appearances between them. Again John repeats, 
‘O brave new world,’ almost as a mantra. But now the phrase has obtained a new 
meaning. Up until this point it has mainly signified a cynical rejection of the dystopic 
society, but now John sees in it, “…the possibility of loveliness, the possibility of 
transforming even the nightmare into something fine and noble…” (Huxley, 1932:184). The 
words work as an encouragement to revolt, which is exactly what John does subsequently. 
He throws the soma tablets out the window in order to release the people from their 
sedately superficial reality, and: 
 
“…absorbed into an intense overpowering hatred of these less than human 
monsters. [John says] ‘Don’t you want to be free and men? Do you even 
understand what manhood and freedom are?’” (Huxley, 1932:187) 
 
This quote shows that John considers the citizens of the World State less than human. 
The values that have been imposed on them have disfigured their essential being and 
reduced them to living purely functional lives bereft of deeper meanings. This also implies 
that John sees the deeper meaning and transcendental thoughts as an essential part of 
being a human; without these elements you can by definition not truly be a human being. 
John also addresses the recurrent motif of not being able to understand, let alone express, 
certain concepts that seem basic to the reader. Not being able to understand what 
freedom and manhood are makes it impossible for the citizens to intentionally move 
towards these types of existence. This is essentially a social constructivist notion, the 
validity of which can be debated. But within the logical framework of Brave New World and 
the World State society the notion does work. This is confirmed by the fact that John’s 
attempt to instigate rebellion is proven utterly futile. His rabid speech makes no 
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discernable impact on the citizens because he is effectively speaking a language they 
cannot understand.  
 John is set to represent the true human nature and values, as expressed in 
Shakespeare’s works. But although Shakepeare’s plays may tell of all aspects of being 
human, they represent them in a dramatic way that is not wholly representative of how the 
various feelings and emotions exist in real life. Being thus in a sense conditioned into a 
dramatised version reality, John effectively becomes a Shakespearean character himself. 
He is filled with strong, conflicting feelings of love and hate for Lenina, and just before his 
attempt at revolt he is described as being in a type of trancelike condition that would not 
seem out of place in a Shakespeare play. All of John’s feelings are taken to the extreme 
as mimicry of dramatic effects. This is also the case in the final chaotic and orgiastic scene 
that ultimately leads to John’s suicide. 
 
The disruption of language mentioned above is only one out of many mechanisms of 
oppression that have been imposed on the citizens of the World State. Most important is 
arguably the practice of sleepteaching, or hypnopaedia, but all aspects of life in the state 
play a part in upholding the World State’s core values of Community, Identity and Stability. 
Individualism is strongly discouraged and repressed in order to maintain the strong 
community. Children are put through sleepteaching to give them an inescapable sense of 
caste-based identity. And all measures combined work towards the complete stability that 
seems to be the ultimate goal for the World State: 
 
“The world’s stable now. People are happy; they get what they want, and they 
never want what they can’t get. They’re well off; they’re safe; they’re never ill; 
they’re not afraid of death; they’re blissfully ignorant of passion and old age; 
they’re plagued with no mothers or fathers; they’ve got wives, or children, or 
lovers to feel strongly about; they’re so conditioned that they practically can’t 
help behaving as they ought to behave. And if anything should go wrong 
there’s Soma.” (Huxley, 1932:193) 
 
All of the oppressive mechanisms are highly interdependent, and form an intricate logical 
construct. The cleverness of this construct means that the novum Huxley has created with 
Brave New World is of high quality, and therefore, according to Tom Moylan, of high 
relevance. The oppressive structure of the World State is very close-knit, but within as well 
as beyond it distinct spaces of possibilities do exist. Within the society only errors in the 
system can create deviances that lead to an alternate mentality. This type of occurrence is 
represented by Bernard. As his character shows, however, the space of possibilities 
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created in this way is rather limited. Bernard is able to go beyond the societal limitations 
cognitively, but in many ways he is still bound to the hypnopaedic values. In any case this 
position does not seem capable of producing any form of strong, subversive action. Two 
other spaces exist geographically beyond the confines of the core society of the World 
State. The reservation gives an opportunity to exist completely free of the hegemonic 
power, but, as demonstrated by John, this space of possibilities is culturally too far 
removed from the World State society to actually communicate with the citizens and create 
rebellious movements. The last space of possibilities is the island to which Helmholtz and 
Bernard are sent at the end of the novel. This place remains largely mysterious, but as it is 
at least peripherally within the control of the World State it would be safe to say that the 
people in this place do not have a chance of working against the hegemonic power either. 
If the accounts of the place are true, however, it does provide the inhabitants with a 
significant freedom to think and live in ways that are transcendent compared to the core 
society. 
 
The World State society has completely changed the rules of morality and socially 
acceptable behaviour. In many ways moral values have been inverted in comparison to 
contemporary societies. As an example promiscuity is strongly encouraged by the state 
instead of being generally frowned upon. Furthermore, drugs are not only socially 
acceptable, but are in fact distributed by the state, in order to keep the citizens calm and 
sedate. This general practice demonstrates a complete disregard for perennial human 
values. All aspects of morality and values answer to the overall goal of stability, and if they 
are not compatible they need to be changed, even turned on their head.  
 
When it comes to determining where to place a novel within the utopia/anti-utopia 
continuum, Brave New World is a somewhat difficult case. The idea behind the World 
State itself is somehow utopian in itself, in that it is based on an assumption that people 
are perfectible. The people of the World State seem genuinely happy but the reader and 
the protagonists alike are bound to find the kind of happiness achieved hollow and 
superficial. So even though the society is based on utopian assumption, the result is 
anything but positive. The problem with the aspirations of the hegemonic power is that 
they are objectively based on corrupted suppositions of what positive development is.  
The several spaces of possibilities create a very slight option to see the 
narrative as open-ended, because all opposition has not been completely quenched. But 
as mentioned above the possibilities of overthrowing the hegemonic power appear 
somewhat hypothetical. The entire equation does, however, contain the indefinite factor of 
the recluse that Bernard and Helmholtz are being sent off to. If it is a place of actual 
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freedom it may well help generate subversive action, but conversely it may just as well be 
a place where dangerous elements are eliminated or reconditioned, which would 
effectively close the narrative. The fact that the indefinite factor exists at all does, however, 
mean that not all possibilities have been closed off. In the utopia/anti-utopia continuum 
Brave New World would therefore be placed near the middle. 
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4.3. Nineteen Eighty-Four 
This chapter contains an analysis of the form and content of Nineteen Eighty-Four 
according to the focus created by the problem definition and literary theory. It is important 
to note that the bulk of the formal comparison of the two main works will be carried out in 
this section so that the ensuing comparative discussion can focus solely on the thematic 
issues.  
 
Nineteen Eighty-Four is narrated in the past tense from a third person, limited perspective, 
and the action is perceived exclusively from the point of view of the protagonist Winston 
Smith. Nineteen Eighty-Four consists of three “books”, which in turn consist of between 
seven and ten chapters. Each book covers a new stage of the unfolding narrative. These 
stages will be described below.  
 The novel opens in medias res by describing a very particular situation within 
an overall setting that still remains to be clarified. At first, however, the indications that the 
setting may be an alternative reality are few and far between. The first vague indication is 
that the clocks are said to be “striking thirteen” (Orwell, 1949:7), which clashes with the 
fact that this time of day would be referred to as 1 a.m. in any conventional English 
language register. The effect of this first sign is merely one of mystification, as it does not 
help the reader establish any idea of the alternate reality at hand. This effect is repeated 
and intensified over the following few pages. A number of important terms are brought up, 
but at this point they generally do not suggest anything to the reader. In this way the 
controversial concepts of both ‘Hate Week’ and ‘INGSOC’ are introduced without 
necessarily leading the reader to revise his idea of the setting. The first substantial 
indication is arguably the description of the dual function of the telescreen. The fact that 
the device is used to observe people in their homes implies that the societal organization 
is unmistakably different from contemporary societies. Moreover, this sentiment, combined 
with the mention of the Thought Police, creates a distinct atmosphere of paranoia from the 
very beginning of the novel. The notion that Nineteen Eighty-Four unfolds within an 
alternative reality is not completely consolidated until it is mentioned that England now 
goes by the unappealing name of Airstrip One, and is a part of a larger state entity known 
as Oceania. 
 In the first few pages of Nineteen Eighty-Four the reader’s ontological 
presuppositions are dismantled piece by piece. For several reason the opening pages of 
the novel can be said to display a typical form of textual estrangement. The text begins 
with the description of an instantly recognizable and familiar locale, which does, however, 
appear ominously different from the usual image. The identifiable and presumably positive 
  The Inhumanity of Dystopia 
  Søren Hellerung, Autumn 2005. 
 
 34 
image of London that the reader possesses is taken apart and replaced with a bleak and 
outlandish depiction. Something familiar has become distorted and unrecognizable 
creating textual estrangement in a classic way. Another important part of the process of 
alienation is the rather obscure nature of the first pages. As mentioned above the many 
clues that are dropped give away very little that can help create meaning of the setting. 
Although the substantial hints come only three pages into the book, the feeling of 
uncertainty as to the setting spans far longer than in Brave New World. This arguably 
intensifies the initial impact of the textual estrangement. But however intense the alienation 
produced by the formal aspects of the text, it still only acts as a supporting effect to the 
unfriendly and cold atmosphere actually described: 
 
“…even through the shut window-pane, the world looked cold. Down in the 
street little eddies of wind were whirling dust and torn paper into spirals, and 
though the sun was shining and the sky a harsh blue, there seemed to be no 
colour in anything, except the posters that were plastered everywhere.” 
(Orwell, 1949:4)  
  
The London of Nineteen Eighty-Four is described as a cold, windy and barren place, 
largely unwelcoming to Winston and the imagination of the reader alike. In the initial 
description the dust and wind are ubiquitous elements. The wind is described as ‘vile’ and 
the dust as ‘gritty’. Both of these adjectives add to the meaning of the elements so that 
they help create an unmistakably negative atmosphere. Even the clear blue sky, which is 
normally warm and pleasant image, is described as having a somehow cruel presence. 
 The setting of the novel is effectively shrouded in a cold and pallid tone from 
the very beginning, but it is done less directly than in Brave New World. This difference 
does in fact signify the individual ways in which the respective narrative voices operate in 
the two novels. Where Brave New World had an omnipresent perspective with a very 
distinct narrative presence, especially in the opening paragraphs, Nineteen Eighty-Four is 
limited to impressions that are seen through the eyes of Winston. The effect is that the 
opening of Nineteen Eighty-Four arguably seems more immersive, and draws the reader 
into the fictive universe, whereas in Brave New World the perspective is detached and 
somewhat remote from the action. In the passages where this remote perspective is used, 
the setting is described objectively in the sense that it speaks from a place that is 
disconnected from the values of the dystopic society, and evidently nearer to 
contemporary values. One might argue that this implies that the means of alienation has 
thus ultimately been taken further in Brave New World because the account repeatedly 
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slips into an objective mode. However, looking more closely at the effects of the 
perspective in Nineteen Eighty-Four reveals that this may not be the case. 
 In Brave New World the point of view shifts between several different 
characters; both the alienated protagonists and representatives of the hegemonic power. 
The fact that the reader is given a direct insight into the thoughts of certain important 
representatives of the hegemonic power means that he knows for a fact what their motives 
are. Apart from a few sections of essayistic text, the entirety of Nineteen Eighty-Four is 
narrated from the point of view of Winston Smith. This limited perspective basically means 
that the reader knows exactly as much, or rather as little, as Winston. Consequently, it is 
equally impossible for the reader to truly know the hidden intentions of the other characters 
in the novel. This method is necessary because much of the tension in the novel hinges on 
the doubts as to whether the people that Winston chooses to trust are actually trustworthy. 
Thus, the limited perspective adds to the uneasiness of the textual situation. The fact that 
the perspective is restricted to that of the alienated protagonist effectively means that the 
reader views the events from a position surrounded by hostile elements. This results in a 
decidedly claustrophobic tone and furthermore does not offer the reader any inroads into a 
deeper understanding of the hegemonic power. In this way Nineteen Eighty-Four does 
arguably go to greater lengths than Brave New World in creating feelings of textual 
estrangement. Limiting the reader’s knowledge of the motives of the hegemonic power 
creates a sentiment of horrific uncertainty that somehow resembles, or at least efficiently 
conveys, the feelings of alienation experienced by the protagonist.  
 
As mentioned above Nineteen Eighty-Four is divided into three books. Each of these 
general subdivisions covers a different stage in the progress of the counter-narrative. The 
counter-narrative structure in the novel is far less complex than the one found in Brave 
New World. In both novels, the respective protagonists initially live with unexpressed and 
even partially unrealized feelings of alienation from the surrounding societies. But where 
Bernard Marx (Brave New World) moves only tentatively towards a completely full 
realisation of his problematic relationship with the World State, Winston Smith reaches a 
similar realisation in the very first scene of the novel. This means that the counter-narrative 
is introduced before the narrative of the hegemonic power has been completely 
established. In other words Winston’s expressions of hatred towards the hegemonic power 
actually refer to an entity that has not been fully described yet.  
The first book of Nineteen Eighty-Four is used to introduce some of the most 
important elements of the hegemonic power, and thus also the narrative. Most of the first 
book is a description of Winston’s everyday as a loyal party member. Through his work in 
the Ministry of Truth and his general interaction with society, the disposition of the 
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hegemonic power is gradually uncovered. But while still functioning reasonably normally 
as part of the hegemonic structure, Winston continues to have thoughts that are not in line 
with the societal norms. He dreams of his mother and of O’Brien, and during the 
mechanical, daily routines he is also often lost in thoughts of his childhood and other 
things that are generally not to be thought about, according to Party policy. In the first book 
the narrative and counter-narrative elements thus exist alongside each other on a practical 
and mental level, respectively. Winston still acts as a full member of the Party when 
interacting with others within the confines of the dystopic society, but in his mind and his 
personal sphere he harbours the subversive thoughts that make up the counter-narrative. 
Winston does carry out actions that can be seen as subversive, case in point his visit to 
the antique shop in the prole district, but for all intents and purposes this would not count 
as strongly subversive, since they take place, or at least seem to take place, outside the 
purview of the hegemonic power.  
 In the second book, the counter-narrative begins to extend into the real world. 
Winston has several brief meetings with Julia that take place within the reach of the 
hegemonic power, but more importantly he contacts O’Brien, who is evidently higher up in 
the Party than himself. The rebellious sentiments have been realised in that Winston is 
deliberately taking distinct risks that can potentially have fatal consequences for him. This 
means that the counter-narrative is now in a process of disrupting or ending the narrative. 
In the third book, the roles are switched as the narrative structure gains control of how the 
counter-narrative can evolve.  
 
Through exemplification from Nineteen Eighty-Four the grasp of the idea of narratives and 
counter-narratives in works of dystopian fiction can be refined. It can be deduced that the 
narrative and counter-narrative structures are ideological, literary constructs that exist 
inside the logical composition of the novel as integral parts of the textual novum. The 
constructs are essentially conflicting entities that, if fully realised, cannot exist alongside 
each other within the same society, or logical societal construct. In other words, if the 
counter-narrative becomes an active factor in a dystopic society it will either slowly break 
the narrative down, or, conversely, be defeated itself. Using the narrative and counter-
narrative terminology on Nineteen Eighty-Four facilitates the comprehension both the work 
and the theory. The novel is divided into three sections each of which focus on a different 
stage in the relationship between the two narrative entities. In the first book the counter-
narrative is suppressed and imperceptible to the hegemonic power; in the second book the 
two entities are in an actual conflict; but in the third book the hegemonic narrative has 
again achieved supremacy over the counter-narrative. Ultimately, the counter-narrative is 
completely obliterated, and the narrative of the hegemonic power can continue 
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uninterrupted. The significance of this pessimistic ending will be further explored and 
discussed below. 
 
Nineteen Eighty-Four is quite evidently a critique, or a very dark satire, of the nature of 
totalitarian societies. Being written in 1948-49, this political novel has totalitarianism as an 
obvious thematic focal point. Orwell wrote in a period that first of all was immediately after 
World War 2 which had been initiated by Nazi Germany, but also saw the rise to power of 
another momentous totalitarian regime; i.e. the Soviet Union. The society of Airstrip One is 
a mixture of elements found in these two regimes as well as in the regimes in Italy and 
Spain under, respectively, Mussolini and most importantly Franco.  
During 1936-37 George Orwell participated in the Spanish Civil War, fighting 
for a Marxist faction called POUM against Franco. This experience consolidated Orwell’s 
dislike of right-wing totalitarianism, but also led to a general mistrust of the established left-
wing movements, as the internal struggles between the competing factions had made 
victory too easy for Franco’s troops, in his opinion (Shelden, 1991:312). Orwell wrote a 
highly critical account of his experiences during the civil war in the work Homage to 
Catalonia. The book was critical of the communist law enforcement because he saw no 
logic or consequence in the way they acted. It seemed to him that people were arrested for 
no apparent reason. The Left-wing factions were fighting each other instead of the 
common enemy. However, behind the atrocities of war and the corrupted state of the left-
wing, Orwell also saw the bravery, kindness and idealism of the men fighting alongside 
him (Shelden, 1991:313). As will be demonstrated below, this optimistic view of human 
nature is also present in Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
The experiences in Spain had meant that even though Orwell was decidedly 
of a left-wing, or socialist, conviction, he was highly critical of both extremes of the political 
spectre. However, the main ideological adversary for Orwell was in many cases the Soviet 
Union, which he felt had betrayed its original political philosophy.15 Orwell did sympathise 
with Russian Communism on some central points, but in his perception the totalitarian 
mode of government was incompatible with true left-wing ideology. Instead, he himself 
supported what he called Democratic Socialism.16 All of this eventually also implies that 
Orwell did not just wish to criticise political ideologies as such, but rather totalitarianism as 
a form of government, to the extent that these two elements can be separated. 
 
                                                 
15
 This sentiment was one of the main ideas of his earlier work Animal Farm, which satirized the history of 
the Soviet Union through an allegorical story about animals rebelliously taking over a farm. 
16
 George Orwell adhered to this political conviction throughout many of his later works. The term does not 
occur directly in Nineteen Eighty-Four, but the concept is explained in the essay Winston reads (Orwell, 
1949:210). 
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All of the oppressive mechanisms implemented by the hegemonic power in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four are arguably direct reflections of the instruments of power actually used in the 
totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. Ingsoc, the monolithic reigning party in Oceania, 
interferes with almost every part of the lives of the citizens in the state in order to prevent 
subversive movements. The multiple ways in which the citizens are oppressed and 
controlled include continuous surveillance, ban against keeping historical records and 
pictures, the use of a limited vocabulary and general abstention from sex. These measures 
do appear slightly cryptic at first glance, but they all contribute to an intricate web of 
mechanisms that should ultimately be able to curb even the slightest sign of rebellious 
aspirations. The next few pages will explore the significance of these notions, and describe 
the different ways in which each of them indents the personal freedom of the individual 
citizen.  
 One of the first dubious elements that the reader encounters in Nineteen 
Eighty-Four is the fact that the population of Oceania are all under constant supervision by 
the state. This control measure serves the rather obvious purpose of being able to monitor 
what Party members are doing most of the time. But since the event of seeing a rebellious 
action carried out must, logically, be fairly rare, the psychological effect of being watched is 
probably even more important than the obvious purpose: 
 
“…so long as he remained within the field of vision which the metal plaque 
commanded, he could be seen as well as heard. There was of course no way 
of knowing whether you were being watched at any given moment. How often, 
or on what system, the Thought Police plugged in on any individual wire was 
guesswork. It was even conceivable that they watched everybody all the time.” 
(Orwell, 1949:4) 
 
As demonstrated by this quote, the notion of being watched is constantly present in the 
mind of the average citizen. The uncertainty as to whether they are being watched at any 
given moment makes them constantly aware of how they appear and act. In this way the 
citizens are effectively monitoring themselves out of fear of being caught in a disloyal act. 
This psychological mechanism is further enforced by the omnipresent posters saying “BIG 
BROTHER IS WATCHING YOU”. The fact that the mechanism is psychological suggests 
that the state not only imposes the rules of loyalty on the citizens, but that they actually 
make the citizens internalize the rules into their behaviour. The unwritten laws are 
enforced on a mental level rather than a practical level. In still other words, the Party is 
regulating the members’ thoughts rather than their actions. 
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 In accordance with this change of focus from subversive actions on a practical 
level to subversive thoughts, the conventional police force has been replaced by the so-
called Thought Police, in Oceania. As with many other aspects of the hegemonic power in 
Oceania, the Thought Police remains a somewhat mysterious entity, at least when it 
comes to the inner workings of the organisation. But regardless of how it functions in 
practice, the organisation seems to work extremely efficiently. In fact, “Nothing is efficient 
in Oceania except the Thought Police” (Orwell, 1949:206). Winston believes that he is 
somewhat safe and outside the reach of the pervasive network of spies and informants, 
when he buys the paperweight and later rents the room from Mr. Charrington in the prole 
district. It turns out, however, that Charrington himself is an informant for the Party. This 
unexpected fact is what leads to the arrest of Winston and Julia. The lack of knowledge 
about the structure and pervasiveness of the Thought Police thus does not only make 
people monitor themselves, but is also important in the sense that the informants are 
found in unexpected places. One could even argue that the Party may have deliberately 
led its members to believe that the prole districts are reasonably safe, in order to bring 
behavioural deviances into the light.  
The atmosphere of surveillance creates a considerable indentation into the 
personal freedom of the citizens of Oceania. People are no longer completely free to make 
their own decisions about what they do and say. Instead, they routinely consider every 
action carefully before carrying it out. The citizens are put into a very specific role in the 
society, and they are obliged to go through the daily routines according to a set pattern. 
Any deviances can be interpreted as dissatisfaction with the regime, which is ostensibly 
punishable by death.  
Odd as it may seem in the context of death penalties, the society of Oceania 
has no laws in any conventional sense. Winston simply assumes that a death penalty, or 
alternately 25 years of forced labour camp, would be the result, if it is discovered that he 
keeps a journal (Orwell, 1949:8). We have no way of knowing exactly why he assumes 
this, but can only guess that it is yet another notion that the Party has in some way 
intentionally planted in the minds of its members. The complete absence of laws indirectly 
implies that the society does not recognise personal rights. The state apparatus of 
Oceania reserves the right to punish the citizens according to a set of unwritten rules, but 
the individual citizens have no rights towards the state. This order of things epitomizes the 
very contrast to democracy in the classic sense. Most famously phrased in the Declaration 
of Independence,17 the people of a truly democratic society have the right to abolish the 
government if they are not contented with it. Oceania, of course, does not even begin to 
                                                 
17
 The reason why it is natural to compare with this exact document is that the Declaration of Independence 
is used as a contrast to Oceanic policies in the appendix on Newspeak (Orwell, 1949:325). 
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claim to be a democratic society; it is an important sentiment mainly because democracy 
was the political ideal of the western world at Orwell’s time. As touched upon above, 
however, it would have been reasonable to assume that the tradition for democracy was 
about to change at Orwell’s time, which again is most likely why he meant to draw 
attention to the dangers of totalitarianism.  
The loss of personal rights is just the first of many negative aspects of the 
dystopic society in Nineteen Eighty-Four. It is a very essential problem with the totalitarian 
form of government, which clashes with contemporary political ideals as well as ideas of 
basic human rights. In the society of Oceania the community always comes before the 
individual. The main goal for the hegemonic power is seemingly to maintain its reigning 
position, and the best way of assuring this is to prevent people from carrying out 
individualistic and potentially subversive actions. The Party has managed to scare the 
citizens into unconditional obedience by the dual measures of ubiquitous surveillance and 
ruthless punishment. In order to survive the citizens believe that they cannot deviate from 
their set routines, and consequently they are effectively reduced to mechanical and 
soulless drones. 
 
Another important aspect of the oppression within the dystopic society of Oceania is the 
way in which the Party monopolizes and manipulates truth. The most important function of 
the Ministry of Truth, where Winston works, is to constantly revise old articles and 
historical documents in accordance with new developments in the state. If, for example, a 
Party member falls into disfavour he is usually not put on trial or publicly denounced. In 
most cases he simply disappears, and all documents mentioning him are altered so that 
he can no longer be proven to have ever existed; he becomes an ‘unperson’ (Orwell, 
1949:48). Winston seems to recall that around 30 people he knew have disappeared in 
this way, over the years. This type of practice is partially reminiscent of the frequent 
deportations or discrediting of disloyal party members in the Soviet Union.18 The novelty 
that Orwell adds to these already observed practices is that the manipulation is carried out 
as universally and systematically as is the case in Oceania. If necessary, all aspects of 
history can and will be changed to serve the Party’s purposes. In many cases, Winston 
seems to recall certain facts about the past that do not correspond to the Party’s fabricated 
image of the world. But since no objective records exist of the time prior to the reign of the 
Party, Winston has no way of substantiating his claims: 
                                                 
18
 In certain cases the Communist Party of the Soviet Republic did also carry out some measures of 
historical manipulation in order to discredit disloyal members. When Leon Trotsky fell into disfavour because 
of his critique of Stalin’s political priorities he was removed from a number of photographs where he had 
appeared alongside Lenin in the time around the Russian Revolution. Reference: 
http://eng.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leon_trotsky 
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“Winston could not even remember at what date the Party itself had come into 
existence. […] Everything melted into mist. Sometimes, indeed, you could put 
your finger on a definite lie. It was not true, for example, as was claimed in the 
Party history books, that the Party had invented aeroplanes. He remembered 
aeroplanes since his earliest childhood. But you could prove nothing.” (Orwell, 
1949:38) 
 
The Party credits itself with technological inventions to avoid glorifying, or possibly even 
acknowledging the existence of, a historical period prior to their time in power. It is in a 
process of completely obliterating the objective knowledge of the past, i.e. the version of 
the past, which has not been edited to meet their ends. By eliminating all other sources of 
historical facts the Party can achieve complete control over how history is perceived. 
Therefore the citizens are not allowed to keep any form of record of their life or to possess 
photographs or the likes. Having no physical evidence to support their memories, the 
citizens naturally have difficulties fixating the experiences (Jensen, 1984:152). An example 
to this effect is that Winston experiences several instances of uncertainty as to things he 
seems to remember, but cannot prove and therefore cannot be fully convinced of, as for 
example in the quote immediately above. Most significantly he indistinctly remembers 
occurrences from his childhood, before Ingsoc came into power. Being so vague and 
difficult to back up, however, Winston’s memories are somewhat useless in forming an 
idea of the past society with which to compare the present society. This is supposedly a 
predicament shared by many members of the Party. People have no valid way of telling for 
sure whether there was a time when the life situation of common people was generally 
better. Because even though they may in some cases be sceptical of the version of the 
truth which the Party lays out, they are compelled to trust it as it is the only version that 
can be substantiated.  
All of this is clearly in the interest of the Party. The less the people know of 
what actually happened prior to the formation of Oceania, the more likely they are to be 
content with the present order of things. In other words they tolerate the present-day 
conditions because they have no standard of comparison (Orwell, 1949:221). And the 
more distorted and horrid the Party can manage to make the past appear, the less people 
will want to opt for a different kind of government than the present. Basically, the ban 
against keeping any form of photographs or historical records is a circuitous way of 
removing people’s motivation for rebellion. The destruction and manipulation of history 
seeks to remove all knowledge of alternative ways of living, and consequently also the 
aspirations to obtain these alternatives. It is in essence a scheme used by the Party to 
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assure that they will continue to be in power. This entire chain of causality is summed up in 
this widely recognised quote: 
 
“Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present controls 
the past” (Orwell, 1949:37, 260) 
 
The matter of control is unmistakably a very central concern for the Party in all aspects of 
its character. But in fact the word control may not even be strong enough to express the 
full implications of the measures that the Party is taking to achieve its supposed goal of 
remaining in power. Both in the case of surveillance and of the manipulation of history the 
Party has not directly controlled the actions of the citizens, but rather altered the 
underlying conditions of the situation in which the citizens are acting. In other words, they 
have tried to limit the possible ways of acting to exclude subversive activities. An example 
that can clarify the nature of this type of intervention is that the Party is attempting to direct 
and narrow the register of possible thoughts by altering the language. 
 
The Party is progressively implementing a new version of English, aptly named Newspeak. 
Newspeak has superseded Oldspeak, which is the type of English known to us today. But 
the new variety of the language does not represent a movement towards being able to 
express a greater number of individual concepts, as you would expect. In fact the intention 
behind the creation of Newspeak is quite the opposite: 
 
”Each reduction [of the number of words] was a gain, since the smaller the 
area of choice, the smaller the temptation to take thought. Ultimately it was 
hoped to make articulate speech issue from the larynx without involving the 
higher brain centres at all.” (Orwell, 1949:322) 
 
In this quote, Newspeak appears as yet another of the Party’s counter-measures against 
individual thought. The point of its implementation being that the language is gradually 
reduced to fewer and fewer words and that the remaining words are bereft of connotations 
that could potentially be used in expressing rebellious thoughts or negative views about 
the Party or Big Brother. When fully realized, Newspeak would only allow people to 
express very crude heretic thoughts, such as “Big Brother is ungood”, meaning “Big 
Brother is bad”. However, given the altered connotations of the words, this sentence would 
first of all be highly self-contradictory, and secondly be impossible to back up with a 
coherent argumentation (Orwell, 1949:323). If any given sentiment cannot be expressed or 
put into words, it is slowly quenched and will ultimately disappear. In fact, when Newspeak 
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was supposed to be fully implemented in 2050, a thought diverging from the ideas of 
Ingsoc would have become unthinkable at least to the extent it depended on words 
(Orwell, 1949:312). Assuming that thought is a necessary precursor for action, the Party 
have thus not only controlled or checked the citizens’ behaviour, but in fact altered the 
situation to make unwanted behaviour literally impossible. This means that the Thought 
Police should eventually become obsolete as Thoughtcrime will also eventually be 
impossible.  
 Should the Party’s plan of implementing a strongly reduced variety of 
language be carried out to the full, they would have succeeded in removing an essential 
aspect of being a human, i.e. the free will.19 As mentioned in the quote above, the ultimate 
goal was that speech would simply issue from the larynx, and would at no point involve 
brain activity. The hegemonic power would then in effect dictate every word that was 
uttered, which means that the individual brain and its potential for unique and new thought 
would be of no consequence. The removal of this aspect of human existence would be a 
further step towards reducing the citizens to something resembling machines or robots, 
rather than human beings. This, in turn, would create a society that was completely 
constant in all senses of the word. It would contain only a certain amount of ideas and 
concepts, which would be unchangeable because the individual would no longer be able, 
let alone allowed, to contribute innovative thoughts to the general society.At the point in 
time where the narrative of Nineteen Eighty-Four takes place this horrifc, automated 
societal structure has not yet been fully achieved. This means that the Thought Police still 
have a vital role in ensuring the stability of the state. But a maybe even more important 
mechanism that works as a safety vent, at least until the society is fully stabilised, is the 
concept of Doublethink.  
 
Doublethink is a manner of thinking and arguing that fundamentally alters the rules of 
logic, as it involves having a somewhat flexible approach to facts. The idea behind the 
concept is that the citizens of Oceania should generally be able to truly believe a 
statement from the hegemonic power, even though it completely contradicts a prior piece 
of information that they knew of. In the book which is ostensibly written by a prominent 
rebel, Winston finds the following explanation of Doublethink: 
 
“…it means a loyal willingness to say that black is white when Party discipline 
demands this. But it means also to believe that black is white, and more, to 
                                                 
19
 The entire schism between determinism and free will is a philosophical debate that is not wholly relevant in 
this context. It is more useful to simply assume that free will, or at the very least an illusion of a such, does 
exist when analysing this novel. 
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know that black is white, and to forget that one has ever believed the 
contrary.” (Orwell, 1949:221)  
 
The idea of Doublethink is, maybe most of all, an indication of exactly how much power the 
Party asserts over its members. Doublethink only works because the citizens fear the 
consequences of questioning the Party’s statements. It is easier and far less dangerous to 
choose to pretend that dubious statements are correct, rather than to challenge them. As 
mentioned, this mechanism often works as a sort of safety vent for the Party. In the cases 
where they cannot manage to give completely consistent information, Doublethink will help 
make the Party appear correct and effectively infallible anyway. The most vivid example of 
this is when, in the middle of a speech given by an Inner Party member, Oceania changes 
its diplomatic allegiances so that their former enemy is now their ally, and vice versa. In 
the middle of his speech about the hate against Eurasia, the speaker switches the names 
of the ally and enemy, implying that Oceania is, and has always been, at war with 
Eastasia. Instead of questioning this sudden turn, the people listening either feel ashamed 
that they wrote the wrong names on the signs, or blame the mistake on the rebels (Orwell, 
1949:188). This incident demonstrates how powerful an instrument Doublethink appears to 
be. Should the gathered mass of people choose to revolt against the lies of the Party, it 
could potentially present a considerable threat to the stability of the state. But instead, the 
people remain calm as it is much safer to see it as their own mistake or blame it on the 
rebels, rather than risking their lives by openly mistrusting the Party. 
 Doublethink is once again a mechanism that empowers the community and 
takes away rights from the individual citizens. In this case the citizens lose the very basic 
right of reason. Doublethink ensures that the Party is always right and that, consequently, 
the members can only be right as long as they support the Party. Furthermore, if the Party 
wants to have a certain person appear as rebellious, they have the power to alter the facts, 
for all intents and purposes, to make his statement appear unaligned with Party policy, and 
therefore subversive. Combined with Newspeak, Doublethink thus makes it utterly 
impossible for citizens to argue a case against the Party. Therefore it is in all cases easier 
to blindly trust the Party’s version of the truth as it is laid out at any given specific moment, 
rather than trying to perceive their policies as a coherent body. This is why, as stated in 
one of the three main paroles of the Party, “Ignorance is Strength” (Orwell, 1949:6). The 
more simple-minded and easily manipulated you are, the better you will be suited for 
surviving and doing well in the dystopic society of Oceania. 
 
With a hegemonic power that evidently seems to have eliminated all possibilities of 
individual freedom, there seems to be little room for a counter-narrative and for Winston as 
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an alienated, rebellious character. But as the measures described have not all been 
completely implemented, there still is some space for divergences.  
Winston is not suited for life as a member of the Party in Oceania. His inner 
thoughts, as conveyed in several passages throughout the novel, appear to be too 
philosophical and truth-seeking to be compatible with the very mentally restricted role he 
must take on, in order to function as a part of the society. He quite obviously does not truly 
believe in the values and simplistic world view of Ingsoc, as communicated through their 
vulgarised and one-dimensional propaganda. He does, however, understand that he must 
continue to abide by the values and unwritten laws of the society in his everyday life, whilst 
fighting the hegemonic power covertly and on a small scale. The only other significant 
characters of Nineteen Eighty-Four are Julia and O’Brien, who do both appear to be 
rebellious at first, but prove not to be as the plot progresses. Julia’s only goal seems to be 
the excitement of evading the looming danger of being discovered by the Thought Police, 
and O’Brien’s promising presence ends up being exposed as nothing but a decoy. 
Consequently, Winston is the only character, who has truly subversive aspirations.  
Winston feels strongly about undermining Big Brother and the entire 
oppressive system that this figure represents. His motivation lies mainly in the fact that life 
under the Party in Oceania seems to corrupt the citizens as persons. The the ban against 
intimacy combined with the culture of cruelty and brutality that comes from the continuous 
war rhetoric, has hardened him and his fellow Party members emotionally. Believing in and 
being loyal to a party or an idea cannot replace the human need for emotional intimacy. In 
other words, the Party has deprived the citizens of feelings, and has offered no substitute. 
The lack of feelings and sincere emotional contact with other people entails that the 
members of the Party are no longer humans, as they lack a defining aspect of human 
existence.  
 Winston has a fervent hatred towards the hegemonic power throughout, at 
least, the two first books of Nineteen Eighty-Four. His detestation only deepens and 
intensifies over the course of the novel, but at the same time he carries the seed of his 
eventual defeat in him all along. From the moment when he absentmindedly writes 
“DOWN WITH BIG BROTHER” in his journal, he is convinced that the Thought Police will 
catch him sooner or later (Orwell, 1949:20). This enveloping fatalism is a defining 
character trait for Winston. He believes that due to the construct of the society, none of his 
actions will eventually make any difference. When he involves himself in the menial and 
routine-based everyday that constitutes the life of the Party members, he is an expendable 
piece of the structure. Should he be removed from his position, someone else would be 
ready to take over, and would be able to do the exact same job as him, for all intents and 
purposes. If Winston broke the pattern and rebelled against the empty values, he would be 
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seized by the Thought Police and become an unperson. In this case, accounts of his 
actions would be withheld from the public and would therefore be inconsequential. 
Winston’s fatalistic and often outwardly indifferent attitude is slightly reminiscent of the 
character Meursault in Albert Camus’ The Stranger. Though the settings, pretexts and 
focuses of the two novels are of course incomparable and vastly different, it can still be 
productive to view Winston as a character that, similarly to Meursault, seeks to bring 
meaning to a hostile environment of the world by exercising his free will.20 In this way 
Winston as a character is arguably evocative of Existentialist philosophy. With both 
characters it is their belief in the ultimate inconsequence of their actions that leads to their 
downfall. Winston arguably would not have taken the risks of renting the room above Mr. 
Charrington’s shop and arranging a meeting with O’Brien, had he not believed from the 
outset that these actions would eventually make no difference. He only takes such 
momentous risks because he knows in his heart that he will be caught either way. 
 Winston is, of course, eventually caught. O’Brien, whose presence had earlier 
given glimmers of hope of the counter-narrative ultimately prevailing, proves to be the very 
person who can extinguish Winston’s last faint hopes. During the process of breaking 
Winston’s spirit, O’Brien assures Winston, and the reader, that there are no possible ways 
that he or the rebellious movement in general can ever succeed. Even dying for the cause 
will be of no consequence as the Party has perfected the techniques of removing and 
eliminating people without creating martyrs: 
 
“You must stop imagining that posterity will vindicate you, Winston. Posterity 
will never hear of you. You will be lifted clean out from the stream of history. 
[…] Nothing will remain of you, not a name in a register, not a memory in a 
living brain. You will be annihilated in the past as well as in the future. You will 
never have existed.” (Orwell, 1949:266) 
 
As he believes he will be killed, Winston hopes that he can at least die a martyr, hating Big 
Brother until the very end (Orwell, 1949:294). Even if this bravery was never to be heard 
he would still be able to take comfort in the fact that the Party could never reach or alter 
that final thought. But O’Brien and the Party are determined to eliminate all heretical 
thoughts, in order to allow the rebels no victories of any kind, and eventually to eliminate 
the possibility of subversive thinking altogether. The end goal for the Party is complete and 
ultimate power. When O’Brien states this during one of his talks to Winston in the third 
book of Nineteen Eighty-Four, Winston insists that complete power is impossible because 
                                                 
20
 The sentence describes a central theme for the existentialist writers through a paraphrase from a definition 
found at www.wikipedia.com. 
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the Party cannot control the planets and the stars and laws of nature (Orwell, 1949:275-
78). This sentiment evokes the idea that some force outside the power of the Party could 
in some way influence the course of things so that subversive movements would stand a 
chance. But O’Brien sharply denies the significance of the laws of nature since the 
existence of the world, according to his conviction, is entirely dependent on the way people 
experience and consider it. And if the Party controls people’s thoughts they control their 
view of the world and can thus effectively dictate the laws of nature. This evocation of a 
central point of phenomenology21 is the ultimate reason why the Party’s system of 
government and control could quite possibly succeed in upholding permanent power.  
 
By the end of the novel, the counter-narrative is so thoroughly eradicated that it appears 
that the hegemonic power at the centre of Nineteen Eighty-Four leaves no space 
whatsoever for rebellious movements. The idea of the so-called brotherhood, which is 
ostensibly an unrelenting rebellious group, appears to be nothing but a myth fabricated by 
the Party to create an object of hate for the broad public, and possibly a decoy that helps 
expose members with subversive tendencies. And even though Winston has proven to be 
very persistent in his beliefs, by tolerating a large amount of torture, he ultimately breaks 
down and submits unconditionally to the hegemonic power. Because of his seeming 
strength, the reader will have tied a lot of hopes and expectations up with Winston’s cause, 
but as he is crushed, so are the reader’s hopes. The space of possibilities that existed 
within the narrative itself never came to promise much more than a sanctuary of love for 
Winston and Julia. But even this narrow space is firmly closed at the end of the novel. No 
obvious space of possibilities for the counter-narrative to inhabit seems to exist anywhere 
in the society of Airstrip One.  
In an unusual twist, however, it is indicated outside the narrative itself that a 
certain space of possibilities may in fact exist somewhere in the societal construct of 
Oceania. The appendix about the structure of and intentions behind Newspeak, speaks of 
the Oceanic society as something that was. One could of course argue that the use of past 
tense is simply a continuation of the perspective from the narrative itself, but the appendix 
differs in that it utilizes an objective perspective, freely comparing Oceania with whichever 
society the text is supposed to be written in: 
 
                                                 
21
 In the philosophical discipline of phenomenology it is assumed that humans can form no ideas of an 
objective reality and that “objects are constituted as correlates of consciousness” (Heidegger, 1975:21). This 
definition represent Martin Heidegger’s synopsis of Edmund Husserl’s view.  
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“Only a person thoroughly grounded in Ingsoc could appreciate the full force 
of the word bellyfeel, which implied a blind, enthusiastic acceptance, difficult to 
imagine today” (Orwell, 1949:320) 
 
Despite the use of past tense, this particular quote could also simply be seen as Orwell’s 
personal comments on the attitude of the Oceanic society, or in any case a comment from 
a point in time that is not necessarily later than Oceania. But looking at a different passage 
suggests otherwise: 
 
“Even in the early decades of the twentieth century, telescoped words and 
phrases had been one of the characteristic features of political language…” 
(Orwell, 1949:320) 
 
This passage explains certain historical conditions that one can only assume would have 
been well-known to people at Orwell’s time, and consequently the text places itself after 
the existence of Oceania on a timeline. This argument may not be completely decisive, but 
it is as close as one can come to determining exactly what to make of the use of past 
tense in the appendix. If one chooses to believe that the society of Oceania has indeed 
gone under, it means that some hidden space of possibilities did exist within logical 
construct of the society. This sentiment is of course purely speculative as no definite clues 
are given. Tom Moylan describes the uncertainty as to the destiny of the Party which is 
created by the appendix as, “…a kind of ironic anti-closure to the story…” (Moylan, 
2000:163).   
 Although all overt subversive movements are crushed at the end of Nineteen 
Eighty-Four, one open-ended possibility does exist, i.e. the prole communities:  
 
“The birds sang, the proles sang, the Party did not sing. All round the world, in 
London and New York, in Africa […] – everywhere stood the same solid 
unconquerable figure, made monstrous from work and childbearing, toiling 
from birth to death and still singing. Out of those mighty loins a race of 
conscious beings must one day come. You were the dead; theirs was the 
future. But you could share in that future if you kept alive the mind as they 
kept alive the body, and passed on the secret doctrine that two plus two 
makes four.” (Orwell, 1949:230) 
 
Winston perceives the proles as a community, indeed the only community, that can muster 
enough force to generate a rebellious movement that stands a chance against the 
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hegemonic power. The proles have kept alive some essence of humanity that has 
forcefully been purged out of the members of the Party. The proles represent the natural 
order of things. They sing like the birds, while the Party does not. The proles have retained 
a soul and a free will; the two traits that are most strongly repressed within the totalitarian 
society. The way the proles are described here makes the possibility of them rising up 
against the Party seem plausible. There still is a space of possibilities, albeit speculative 
and faint. 
 These faint possibilities for subversive movements are what keeps Nineteen 
Eighty-Four from landing squarely at the anti-utopian end of the utopia/anti-utopia 
continuum. In fact, some critics think that the counter-narrative has been destroyed so 
effectively and relentlessly that it makes the few hopeful sentiments appear unimportant. 
Tom Moylan states that the novel, “…delivers such a fulsome and uncompromising anti-
utopian narrative that it squeezes surplus utopian possibility out of its pages.” (Moylan, 
2000:163). But if one chooses to see the perspective used in the appendix as significant it 
seems reasonable to assume that spaces of possibilities did exist, one way or the other. 
 
 
4.4. Other Works 
While Nineteen Eighty-Four and Brave New World are some of the most prominent works 
within the genre of dystopian fiction, it is of course a genre that contains much more 
diversity than these two novels can convey. The genre spans almost a hundred years, 
assuming that E. M. Forster’s The Machine Stops (1909) was the first text to follow the 
formal and thematic patterns of dystopian narratives. This work is at least the earliest one 
to maintain a distinct dystopian feel, while it still contains utopian elements that are more 
overt than in most other works (Moylan, 2000:112).  
This chapter will very briefly explore Forster’s short story as well as Ray 
Bradbury’s novel Fahrenheit 451, in order to demonstrate how some central terms can 
also be applied to other works within the genre than the two main novels. The short 
exploration will also work as a presentation of the works, as the subsequent chapter will 
include a few aspects from the works in the overall argumentation. Given the brevity of this 
chapter, the description will obviously not be comprehensive; it is merely an illustration of 
how the theory of dystopian narratives can be applied to other works. The treatment of 
each work contains a very brief summary of the plot developments that are necessary in 
understanding the points that will be made further on using examples from the works.  
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As mentioned, The Machine Stops is probably the very first iteration of a dystopian novel. 
As the genre had yet to be established in 1909, Forster chose to borrow techniques from 
utopian fiction in, for example, the way the reader is introduced to the society (Moylan, 
2000:112). Apart from small irregularities like this, the short story is in fact constructed 
around typical dystopian narrative elements. The narrative of the hegemonic power is 
established early on, before the introduction of the alienated protagonist sets off the 
counter-narrative. In this case the hegemonic power is a mysterious machine that controls 
the lives of all people on earth. The Machine has an even stronger control of every aspect 
of the lives of the citizens than seen in any of the other three works. Each citizen has a 
personal cubicle below the ground in which they spend their entire life, and they are only 
able to communicate with other people through the machine. Travelling and face-to-face 
contact between people does occur, but only in extremely rare cases. As in the other 
works, the hegemonic power in The Machine Stops tries to prevent people from having 
thoughts that fall outside a certain register, in order to ultimately prevent subversive 
actions. The citizens exchange so-called ‘ideas’ in brief lectures given through the 
machine, but these ideas do not pertain to the physical or historical world (Moylan, 
2000:113), and are as such harmless to the stability of the automated society. The 
hegemonic power is also different from at least the two main works in that it is not 
controlled by a caste of people. Humans originally created the machine, but now it is 
acting out of its own free will. 
 Kuno is the alienated protagonist of the short story. Similarly to Bernard Marx 
in Brave New World, he is physically atypical, and as such does not fit well into the society. 
The physical strength and robustness that he possesses is not necessary in an automated 
society, and in fact the Machine sees in him as a threat, and denies him the opportunity to 
pass his traits on by becoming a father, when he applies for this (Forster, 1909:102). Kuno 
aspires to experience the world firsthand, which is a practice that has all but disappeared 
in the machine society. In the broad population of the Machine society direct observation is 
seen as an unquestionably negative practice. They believe that one should only be 
concerned about what other people think of things; with so-called tenth-hand experience 
(Forster, 1909:109). This sentiment is quite possibly imposed by the Machine, in order to 
keep the citizens from venturing outside their cells too often. Going to the surface is 
allowed, but only for specific purposes and with authorisation from the Machine. One day, 
however, Kuno chooses to venture outside the confines of his cell, and eventually he 
reaches the surface of the earth, without permission, through old ventilation shafts. When 
the Machine discovers his breach of so-called mechanical behaviour, he is threatened with 
homelessness, which implies certain death as the Machine maintains that the air above 
the ground is toxic. Kuno’s breach also makes the Machine tighten the general rules for 
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the population. It imposes a ban against going to the surface, and furthermore it 
reintroduces religion and installs itself as a deity for the citizens. 
The result of the Machine’s ambition to perpetuate and strengthen its power 
is, in contrast to the state powers in the other works, ultimately unsuccessful. Eventually, 
the technicians that maintain it only know how certain small parts of it work. When each 
person knows next to nothing about the overall system it implies that they are no longer 
able to repair it, eventually. Consequently, the Machine slowly unravels and breaks down. 
This development is remarkable, as it forms a complete contrast to what happens in the 
two main works. What is also remarkable is that it draws attention to the sentiment that the 
seed for the downfall of the hegemonic power is often an integral part the societal structure 
itself (Moylan, 2000:118). A hidden, subversive mechanism such as this one is seemingly 
unavoidable. In all four dystopic societies dealt with in this thesis, certain irregularities in 
the systemic structure of the society have created alienated protagonists that become 
motivated to rebel against the status quo. This is most clear when talking of Kuno or 
Bernard Marx, as it is simple mistakes in the system of society that have resulted in their 
being different from others. 22 However, The Machine Stops is the only case where the 
nature of the society actually leads to its own demise.  
 
Ray Bradbury’s novel Fahrenheit 451 is perhaps slightly more simplistic than the two main 
works of the thesis. Some of the ideas of how the society functions are slightly unclear, 
and often no concrete or logical explanations are provided to explain how and why the 
various aspects and attitudes of the portrayed societal structure came about. The society 
described in the novel may not be as intricate and detailed as in the two main works, but, 
nonetheless, the novel contains sentiments that shed light on certain recurring aspects in 
dystopian narratives from a different angle.  
The novel deals with censorship, the significance of literature and the 
opposition between knowledge and ignorance through the description of a society where 
books are burnt and people are only interested in cheap thrills and superficial 
entertainment. The protagonist, Guy Montag, works as a fireman, and, as all houses are 
fireproofed, his job is to incinerate the stashes of books that surface ever so often. The 
society in Fahrenheit 451 is strangely anarchistic and brutal. It seems that people are 
allowed to do what they want, including driving recklessly and almost routinely running 
other people over. One of the seemingly few things that are prohibited is the possession of 
                                                 
22
 A mistake made in the process of artificially breeding Bernard Marx has meant that he is shorter than other 
members of his caste (Huxley, 1932:55). Kuno he was deemed too fit and robust at birth, but for some or 
other reason not exterminated, as was normal practice (Forster, 1909:100). In both cases this means that 
the characters feel displaced and ultimately have an inherent, natural feeling of alienation from their 
respective societies. 
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books. Literature is banned simply because it generally provides overly complex and often 
contradictory images of the world. Therefore, the hegemonic power “censors” all books by 
burning them, in order to avoid confusing people and making them discontent. Working as 
an enforcer of this strict rule, Montag inevitably and naturally accepts its premises. Only 
when he experiences that an old woman insists on being burnt along with her books does 
Montag begin to realize that books may also have a strong positive value. His beginning 
alienation has already been stoked by talking to a free-spirited 17-year-old girl named 
Clarisse, who provokes him into being curious about mindsets that transcend the 
superficiality of the dystopic society in which he lives. Montag begins studying the books 
that he has occasionally taken from stashes he was supposed to burn and stored in his 
own home. He eventually contacts a professor, whom he hopes can aid him in some way, 
and together they plan a plot that is meant to destabilise the society. The plan fails and 
Montag is exposed as a rebel and chased out of the city and into the woods. Here he 
meets some individuals that belong to the so-called Book People, who each remember a 
classic literary work, word by word. As Montag is out in the woods with his new 
acquaintances, bombs are dropped on the city he just left, and it is completely obliterated. 
The bombing is a part of a war, which will supposedly destroy the dystopic society as it 
was. Montag and the representatives of the Book People return to the city to help rebuild it 
from the ground. 
The Book People represent an element that is not found in any of the other 
works, i.e. reliable representatives of the subversive movements. All of the alienated 
protagonists in the various works are preoccupied with trying to fathom what lies beyond 
the mindsets that have been imposed on them, and what possibilities will open up with 
these new ways of thinking. However, in the end it is only Guy Montag who obtains definite 
knowledge of what lies beyond the mentality of the dystopic society. He learns about the 
beauty and depth that lie in literature and art. Apart from the mere aesthetics, however, 
literature also has another important role to play in the reconstruction of society after the 
said destructive war. The Book People also store the profound knowledge of the great 
authors in order to avoid losing the collective memory of humanity. In this way Man can 
learn from his past mistakes even though the hegemonic power has tried to distort or 
completely wipe out the past.  
In both The Machine Stops and Fahrenheit 451 the hegemonic power is 
eventually violently destroyed. This leaves a completely definite space of possibilities in 
each narrative. Furthermore, both narratives contain strong, if not completely certain, 
sentiments that mankind will learn from its mistakes and form a better society. Needless to 
say, this attitude is far more optimistic than any of the sentiments found in the two main 
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works. Not only is the hegemonic powers destroyed, there also is a quite strong idea that 
mankind can be improved upon. 
 
 
5. The Inhumanity of Dystopia 
This chapter will compare Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four on a number of 
levels. As mentioned above, the comparison of the formal aspects of the two novels was, 
for the most part, carried out in the first few pages of the chapter on Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
Therefore, this chapter will concern itself almost exclusively with the content and topics of 
the two novels.  
First of all, the chapter will describe and discuss the various differences 
between the two works. The novels respectively aspire to describe two rather dissimilar 
societies in terms of societal structure and, more significantly in this context, the types of 
oppressive mechanisms implemented. This dissimilarity is reflected in the kind of themes 
and conflicts that each novel describes. After dealing with the numerous differences, the 
next obvious step is to define and discuss some unifying principles behind the superficial 
dissimilarity of the two novels and the societies they describe. Even if the societies differ in 
a number of ways, they still represent some of the same ideas as to what a dystopic 
society, or simply a bad place, is. It is necessary to note at this point that the clear-cut 
distinction between discussing differences and discussing similarities is merely a guideline 
for the structure of this chapter. In some cases it has been more logical to, for example, 
mention an instance where the novels differ when talking of a related matter in which they 
are alike. 
Apart from comparing the two main works, the chapter will also include 
aspects of Ray Bradbury’s novel Fahrenheit 451 and E.M. Forster’s short story The 
Machine Stops. These works are included in order to support specific points in the 
argumentation, and to make these points clearer than would be possible if using only 
examples from the two main works. The inclusion of these two additional works will also 
strengthen the argumentation in this chapter by providing a broader range of 
exemplification from primary works. 
 
As will be described below, Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four naturally share 
quite a few elements as they belong to the same genre, but even so they envision two 
distinct societies that are in many ways very different from each other. The two imaginary 
societies are based on vastly different technologies and political ideologies, and as a result 
the mechanisms of oppression that they implement are also vastly different.  
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The World State in Brave New World is quite plainly a very technologically 
advanced society. The fact that all citizens are literally produced artificially is in a way 
symbolical of exactly how much the World State society relies on technology. Not only are 
the citizens produced as if they were goods, the way they are conditioned also means that 
the structure of the society is created as a part of them. All societies are dependent on the 
level of technical and technological development, in one way or the other. For example, a 
modern, developed society would not be able to work in the same way without the use of 
i.e. phones. But in Huxley’s imaginary society this dependency is arguably taken a step 
further. Science is not only a practice that helps improve the living conditions or 
infrastructure, as is the case in contemporary societies. It is effectively a prerequisite for 
and an integral part of the societal structure of the World State. 
What is even more important to note in this context, is that science is also 
what helps the state suppress human nature and change the values of the citizens. These 
functions are also results of the way society is shaped through scientific processes. 
Throughout their infancy, the individual citizens are conditioned with specific perceptions 
and values through aphoristic sentences that become established truths for them. Not only 
do these sentences tell the citizens how behave towards and perceive other castes of 
people, by way of perpetuating the stratification of the society, they also instruct people on 
what they want, aspire for and hold as significant in their personal lives. Two important 
hypnopaedic sentences to this effect are “when the individual feels, the community reels” 
(Huxley, 1932:81) and “A gramme is always better than a damn” (Huxley, 1932:77). The 
first sentence has instilled the citizens with the idea that the society is inarguably more 
important than they are as individuals. This is a sentiment that clashes strongly with the 
contemporary appreciation of the rights and potentials of the individual. Similarly, the latter 
sentence clashes with the contemporary idea that drugs are corruptive. The idea that the 
use of drugs is not only generally accepted, but also in fact encouraged by the society, is a 
point that demonstrates exactly how far the World State leaders have succeeded in 
bending the values of people. In this context, Benjamin represents the general 
contemporary values, as he does not want to dull his brain and repress the discomforting 
thoughts with drugs. For the other citizens of the World State, this practice works as a 
safety valve, when all of the other ways of controlling their emotions have failed. 
 
Looking at the totality of oppressive mechanisms in the World State it is plain to see that 
they are in many ways quite gentle in character. The society is based on a number of 
technologically advanced mechanisms that control the citizens not by threats, but by 
instilling the citizens with values and perceptions that make them fit perfectly into their 
place in society. In other words, the society is upheld through finesse rather than force. 
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This is where the character of the World State comes to appear somewhat ambiguous. 
The vast majority of the population seems perfectly content with living menial lives 
because they have no way of transcending the mode of thought that has been created in 
their minds. The fact that most citizens are actually happy may even suggest that the 
World State is not an altogether terrible society. At least the idea of everyone fitting in and 
being content with what they are doing seems encouraging, essentially. This is maybe one 
of the strongest contrasts to Nineteen Eighty-Four. In Orwell’s work, the hegemonic power 
may pretend to make the lives better for its citizens, but in fact people are generally quite 
miserable, even if the propaganda may force them to pretend to think otherwise. The only 
reason why the people of Oceania accept their situation, is that it is more convenient, and 
of course far less dangerous, to believe the Party’s optimistic lies rather than 
acknowledging the bleak facts. They alter their natural way of behaving out of fear, 
whereas in the World State citizens act in complete accordance with their nature, even if 
this nature has been created to meet the specific purposes of the hegemonic power. In this 
sense, the World State seems to be somewhat less than completely atrocious. They seem 
to pursue general happiness rather just power. 
The reason why the World State is still a decidedly negative vision of a society 
in spite of everything is that the kind of happiness it provides for its citizens is obviously 
superficial and trivial. To a contemporary reader, the lives lead in the World State seems 
pointless and decadent. It is pointless because the citizens have no personal ambitions, as 
is usually an important value in modern societies, and decadent because drug addiction 
and sexual promiscuity are integral elements of the way the society functions. Thus, 
values have been changed solely in order to create a smoothly functioning societal 
structure, and to avoid upsetting, or challenging, people. In doing this, however, the World 
State completely disregards the values that are objectively significant for the reader. 
  
As opposed to the World State, Oceania of Nineteen Eighty-Four is in no sense a high-
tech society. It represents a broken down version of London and the British society that 
may, at least to early readers, evoke images of London during World War 2. Some 
advanced technological devices, such as speakwrites and telescreens, have been 
invented, but they seem somewhat insignificant compared to the outlandish innovations of 
Brave New World. Even so, the Party utilizes all possible technological means to control 
and monitor its members. This means that the level of technological development 
completely determines the type and character of the control that the hegemonic power 
holds over its subjects. This sentiment is in fact also true of the World State. Both 
hegemonic powers are dependent on specific technological innovations that determine the 
way they function. If these core technologies did not exist, the respective societies would 
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have to be structured in a vastly different way. An example of an essential technology for 
the World State is that of genetic engineering. 
 In Oceania, the Party depends on far less advanced, yet equally essential 
technologies. The single most important device is the telescreen, which allows the Party to 
monitor the members at any given time, and to create the feeling in the members that they 
are being constantly watched. However, important innovations are also found outside the 
realm of what can be called technology. The inner workings of an organisation such as the 
Thought Police must be somewhat innovative as well, since it is so ruthlessly efficient. On 
the other hand, it is apparently quite similar to actual secret agencies like the SS of Nazi-
Germany, the KGB of the Soviet Union or the Stasi of DDR, with their networks of snitches 
and generally shady methods.  
All in all the oppressive system in Oceania is far less refined than that of the 
World State. The members are scared into unconditional obedience, and the spirits of 
those who fail to obey are broken through brute violence and torture. As such, this crude 
system of oppression seems to be more defective than the one in the World State, since a 
large number of people are routinely arrested for Thoughtcrime, whereas inconsistencies 
in the systematic societal patterns in the World State are seemingly quite rare events. In 
other words the refined techniques seem to work better at preventing subversive thoughts 
from arising in the first place. However, the Thought Police are still efficient at stopping the 
subversive ideas before they become even remotely threatening to the stability of the 
society. So even if the Oceanic oppressive structure has its faults, it is ultimately equally 
successful to that of the World State in maintaining the all-important societal equilibrium. 
The two hegemonic powers have vastly different approaches to suppressing ideas that 
diverge from the norm, but in the end one way seems just as effective as the other. 
Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four differ mainly because they 
describe dissimilar dystopic societies. Most of the formal and thematic issues that are 
different can be linked to this general fact. In total, the World State comes across as an 
infinitely more benign state power than Oceania. The relative ambiguity of Brave New 
World in comparison with Nineteen Eighty-Four does not, however, imply that it is less 
than a full-fledged dystopic vision; it is simply contains more optimistic sentiments in 
general. So ultimately most of the differences stem from the fact that the two novels 
negotiate the utopia/anti-utopia continuum in different ways. 
 
Moving on from the differences between the two main novels, the chapter will now begin to 
explore some unifying principles behind these works, also including certain points from the 
two other works treated in the thesis.  
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A common notion in Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four is the idea 
that a dystopic society contains the seeds for its own downfall within its structure. This 
phenomenon was exemplified with the Machine unravelling and breaking down in The 
Machine Stops, and in that Bernard Marx and Kuno both represented discrepancies in the 
systemic structure of their respective societies. However, behind the fact that all of the 
dystopic societies at hand seem to have inherent flaws that make it possible for alienated 
protagonists to come into existence, lies the possible sentiment that certain traits in human 
beings cannot, or at least not always, be repressed. To further explore this notion it is 
necessary to first discuss the intentions behind the specific oppressive mechanism are. 
 
The hegemonic powers of both the World State and Oceania both seek to create a 
population of completely uniform and, in a sense, generic citizens. A population of 
individuals that are identical, for all intents and purposes, is a goal to be strived for by the 
state power because such individuals are more predictable and manageable, so to speak. 
In other words, it is a way of insuring the stability of the society. Having societal equilibrium 
as an ultimate ambition, the hegemonic powers are therefore overtly interested in 
suppressing individuality and individual personalities, which are typical human traits. This 
is done by imposing strong senses of values to this effect in the citizens. The value 
systems are essentially so strict that if a person limits himself to living completely within 
the mental confines they create, all personality and individual character traits are 
effectively lost. In other words, the legitimate forms of behaviour are so limited that they 
allow no room for personal expression. However, in the alienated protagonists there 
always are certain feelings and ideas that they themselves cannot suppress, and that are 
consequently also almost untouchable to the hegemonic power. The protagonists seem to 
tap into a sort of atavistic core of humanity that seemingly exists outside time and place, or 
in other words does not change according to the societal development and technological 
advances in society.  
An example of this observable fact is Bernard Marx’s obvious embarrassment 
about being asked out by Lenina. According to the societal values of the World State, 
publicly referring to personal, sexual relationships is completely natural and definitely 
nothing to be embarrassed about. But Bernard’s blushing is, on the other hand, something 
the reader will probably recognize as typical and understandable behaviour out of 
knowledge of how people usually behave in the reader’s contemporary society. That is, 
Bernard seemingly behaves according to moral codes that have been abolished hundreds 
of years before he was born. The only logical explanation for this atavistic relapse is the 
assumption that somehow an unchanging nucleus of human nature exists in every 
individual.  
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In much the same way, Winston Smith also has certain character traits that 
survive in spite of the attempts of the hegemonic power to generally suppress them 
throughout the society. The systematic destruction of history carried out by the Party in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four is yet another way of insuring that the members are assimilated into 
a grey mass of obedient and predictable subjects. Individual personalities normally stem 
from an accumulation of memories and personal experience, but in Oceania the state 
power has made it difficult for the citizens to retain an idea of a personal history, and 
consequently also a distinct identity. Instead, values and ideas of identity are imposed on 
the members, which means that they effectively only have the generic identity of simply 
being a Party member. Winston Smith, however, feels a natural impulse to want to 
preserve his own memories of events rather than to blindly trust the hegemonic power and 
its monopolized version of truth. He questions the state of affairs instead of going with the 
flow, so to speak. He knows cognitively that it is dangerous to display doubts pertaining to 
the hegemonic power, but the impulse to question the state of affairs and to hold 
aspirations for a better society outweighs his fear. 
The alienated protagonists in each of the four texts all share similar needs for 
questioning the societal structure and their own existence within it. This can be seen as a 
character trait that is simply typical, or even necessary, for protagonists of dystopian 
narratives, because it is this curiosity that drives them towards a true understanding of the 
atrocities being committed by the hegemonic power. But on the other hand the trait can 
also be seen as characteristic of human beings in general, because the search for deeper 
meaning is, if anything, what sets humans apart from other creatures. In all of the four 
societies discussed, this natural human trait is countered and repressed by the state, as it 
can potentially lead to subversive thoughts and eventually also subversive actions. In other 
words, the dystopic state powers suppress an essential element of human nature. 
 
Natural curiosity and the wish for creating an individual identity are, however, not the only 
typical traits of human nature that are disrupted in the dystopic societies. What may be 
even more important is that the hegemonic powers also attempt to break down and distort 
the basic concepts of love and family. The World State is the most extreme case of this 
practice. The citizens are artificially created, and are therefore not naturally linked to 
anyone emotionally. They have been conditioned with the perception that the concept of 
parenthood is vulgar and unpleasant. A word like ‘mother’ which, in actual societies, has 
connotations of warmth and affection, is in the World State considered a swear word. To 
the citizens, the link between parent and child represents an atrociously intimate 
relationship which creates an “intensity of feeling” (Huxley, 1932:96) that is practically 
considered immoral. Sexual promiscuity is encouraged for the same reason. The citizens 
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should not attach themselves emotionally to specific individuals as this could lead to 
heartbreak and other equally strong emotions. In other words, the hegemonic power tries 
to keep the citizens emotionally steady, and thus superficially content.   
 In Oceania, intimate personal relationships are also discouraged, but arguably 
for slightly different reasons. Here, sex is encouraged only as a means of generating new 
members of the Party, so to speak. The members are not allowed to have sex just for the 
pleasure of it. This act would imply a strong feeling of love for and loyalty to another 
person, and as soon as people start to have strong loyalties towards anything other than 
the Party, it represents a potential threat to the Party. The Party must be the one and only 
object of loyalty for all members. Accordingly, the children growing up under the totalitarian 
regime are taught to spy on their parents, and report any signs of subversive aspirations. 
This loss of interpersonal loyalty and trust effectively debases the entity of the family, and 
makes sincere love relationships virtually impossible.  
  
Even though the eradication of personal relationships as we know them happens for 
different reasons in the two societies, the effect is essentially the same. The hegemonic 
powers disapprove of people having any sort of heartfelt affection for each other. This 
means that people in both societies stand alone, in the sense that they have no one to 
trust unconditionally or to attach themselves to, emotionally. The lack of personal contact 
leads to the citizens having a general attitude that seems sedately stoic compared to what 
can be considered as normal emotions. For example, the fact that the death of a person is 
not perceived as a sad event in the World State makes the citizens appear uncaring and 
emotionally indifferent. Furthermore, they applaud the fact that their corpses will eventually 
be burnt to recover phosphorus, so that even in death they “can go on being socially 
useful” (Huxley, 1932:63).  
In actual societies, the feeling of love and the concept of the family are 
probably the most broadly acknowledged values. In the dystopic societies at hand, 
however, these essential values have been deliberately broken down. This has been done 
simply because it is easier to maintain a stable society if the citizens are unconditionally 
devoted only to the state, and are only interested in acting for the good of the community. 
In other words, the entire integrity of the society has been turned upside down.  
The protagonists of all of the novels represent the complete negation of this 
loss of love and personal loyalty. They seek relationships that are more intense than what 
the hegemonic powers usually allow for, and as such they also represent a relapse into 
natural human behaviour. Winston Smith counters the hegemonic power by loving Julia 
and by trusting her unconditionally, thereby demonstrating that all of his other loyalties 
come before the Party. To the same effect, John from Brave New World assumes that his 
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potential relationship with Lenina would be exclusive. His dramatic, Shakespearean 
mindset does not allow for the emotional wintriness that he encounters everywhere in the 
World State. Both of these cases are examples of how the alienated protagonist perceives 
sincere love as a way of fighting the hegemonic power. In order to disrupt the powers that 
try to quench the natural human urges and emotions, the protagonists try to revive these 
very emotions in themselves and hopefully spread them to others.   
 
The hegemonic powers of the dystopian narratives that have been discussed here 
deliberately suppress and work against several perennial human character traits. They do 
this because these traits are not compatible with a stable and easily manageable society, 
and a state power that wishes to stay in power perpetually. This implies that dystopic 
societies and the hegemonic powers that control them are inherently inhuman. They 
disregard the latent, unchanging human nature in order to create a societal equilibrium and 
to perpetuate their own power. The result of the removal of these traits is that the subjects 
of the hegemonic power seem somehow less than human. They have been robbed of all 
the emotions and intense feelings that made them human, and are thus reduced to 
machine-like automatons. The hegemonic power succeeds in repressing the character 
traits in most of the citizens, but the alienated protagonists represent cases where the 
traits could not be overridden. This ultimately supports the notion that human nature is in 
fact essentially unalterable, and that it can never be suppressed completely. 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
As presented at the beginning, this thesis set out to examine and analyse the ways in 
which inherent human traits and values are changed and repressed in dystopic societies.   
 
By way of establishing a terminological basis for answering the cardinal question, the 
thesis began with an exploration of the complex term dystopia and a discussion of how to 
define the genre that it signifies, most effectively.  
Dystopian fiction is a subgenre of science fiction, and is closely related to, but 
in no way synonymous with, the utopian and anti-utopian genres. In fact, all dystopian 
narratives negotiate the continuum between the inherent optimism about the potentials of 
mankind found in utopian works, and the general pessimism found in anti-utopian ones. 
Thus, dystopian works can contain both optimistic and pessimistic sentiments, although 
the genre is often mistakenly thought to focus exclusively on the latter. 
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The dystopic state powers depicted in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and Aldous 
Huxley’s Brave New World deliberately change and repress basic traits of human nature in 
several ways. The hegemonic powers focus on disrupting natural human traits that can 
potentially create threats to their all-encompassing goal of perpetuating their political 
power. Some of the traits that are most strongly suppressed are the traditional institution of 
the family as well as the general notion of love. These specific traits pose threats to the 
hegemonic powers because they imply that a citizen may develop a strong loyalty towards 
another individual, at the expense of the unconditional allegiance to the state and the 
community. To prevent this from happening the state powers dictate societal values that 
assert that it is not socially acceptable to attach oneself emotionally to any specific person. 
This is seen in that the emotional implications of sexual relationships are toned down or 
completely eliminated, by imposing new values that, for example, assert that sex is purely 
a matter of reproduction. 
The value systems imposed on the citizens of dystopic societies also imply 
that the community always comes before the individual, and that consequently 
individualism and personal ambition are unacceptable traits. This measure is a direct effort 
to prevent the citizens from challenging the hegemonic power out of a natural impulse to 
improve their own situation before considering that of the general community. 
 
The accumulative effect of all the measures implemented to suppress inherent traits of 
human nature is that the citizens of the dystopic societies lack certain elements that are 
essential aspects of being a human. Because they do not experience intimate relationship 
that build on complete mutual trust they become emotionally uncaring and stoic. The lack 
of these essential emotions ultimately implies that they are not fully and truly humans. 
They are without the distinct, individual identity that stems from individualism, and thus 
they become virtually generic. 
 Both novels, however, also contain the positive sentiment that even though 
human nature can be repressed in many cases, it can never be held down or changed 
completely. This is demonstrated by the fact that individuals that act according to an 
atavistic core of human nature can still appear in such thoroughly controlled societies. 
Furthermore, these individuals, the alienated protagonists, also share many of the same 
traits and aspirations, which implies that a singular, unchanging core of being a human 
somehow does exist. 
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7. Summary 
This thesis deals with two central works within the genre of dystopian narratives: Nineteen 
Eighty-Four by George Orwell and Brave New World by Aldous Huxley. The ultimate aim 
with the treatment of these works is to uncover how the respective dystopic state powers 
influence and actively change values and human nature when oppressing the citizens.  
 
As the definition of the genre of dystopian narratives is somewhat indistinct it was 
necessary to define and describe the genre thoroughly, before moving into the detailed 
analysis. Dystopian fiction is formally a subgenre of science fiction. Etymologically, the 
term dystopia refers to a description of a ‘bad place’. Therefore it is often seen as a direct 
contrast to the utopian genre, but this is not completely true. Utopian writings are by 
definition positive about the potentials of mankind, whereas the contrasting genre, anti-
utopia, is negative by definition. In between these two extremes is the so-called 
utopia/anti-utopia continuum, which covers different gradations of optimism and 
pessimism. Dystopian narratives can be said to negotiate the continuum between the two 
extremes. The relative amounts of positive and negative sentiments in a given dystopian 
work determine where it can be placed on the continuum. 
 The theory chapter also describes some important recurrent elements in and 
terms pertaining to the dystopian genre in general. Dystopian narratives are typically 
constructed around a narrative of a so-called hegemonic power, i.e. the state power. The 
so-called alienated protagonist is an individual, who begins to realize the horridness of the 
society, thus initiating the counter-narrative. At the end of the novel, the conflict between 
the two elements is usually resolved in some way. The way the conflict is resolved is 
helpful in determining whether the work is essentially optimistic or pessimistic, and thus 
also in placing the work within the utopia/anti-utopia continuum. 
 
The analysis section of the thesis consists of thorough analyses of the two main works as 
well as a very brief discussion of elements from two other works, i.e. E. M. Forster’s The 
Machine Stops and Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451.  
 
The first chapter of the section deals with Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. Huxley’s 
work contains both optimistic and pessimistic elements. It describes a society where the 
citizens are happy, but only superficially so, because life in the World State has been 
robbed of most of the intense emotions that are in many ways defining for humans.  
The most substantial innovation of the World State is that children are 
artificially produced, and furthermore conditioned with specific values throughout their 
childhood. The state power uses these scientific measures to shape the citizens’ mentality 
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and to predispose them to inhabit specific places in the caste structure of the society. This 
practice corrupts whichever natural predispositions may exist in humans, but at the same 
time it insures that all individuals are in fact content with the life they live. This is one of the 
important ambiguities of Brave New World.  
The values of the World State are in many opposite to those the reader can 
presumably observe in his own society. For example, they assert that drugs are necessary 
and that sexual promiscuity should be the norm. Having multiple sexual partners is 
supposed to insure that no one gets emotionally attached to each other. The routinely use 
of drugs is meant to essentially sedate the citizens and make them forget their worries. 
In some cases, especially in the case of the alienated protagonist Bernard 
Marx, it is evident that a more profound set of values exist beneath the ones that have 
been imposed. Bernard behaves in a way that would be normal in a contemporary society, 
but are out of place within Huxley’s imaginary world.  
As already hinted, Brave New World contains both optimistic and pessimistic 
elements and sentiments. Therefore it is naturally that the novel should be placed near the 
centre of the utopia/anti-utopia continuum. 
 
Nineteen Eighty-Four is a much more cruel and bleak narrative in comparison to Brave 
New World. It describes a society where the individuals are oppressed through fear, and 
their mentality and values shaped by propaganda. Where Huxley describes a society 
based on capitalist and scientific methods, Orwell’s work represents the implications of a 
full-fledged totalitarian regime. The society described in the novel is called Oceania, and it 
is controlled by the Party. 
 As in Brave New World, emotional intimacy between people, be it sexual or 
otherwise, is also strongly discouraged in Oceania. In this case, the specific value is 
imposed mainly to insure that the citizens are loyal only to the Party, rather than to each 
other, on a personal level. Complete loyalty to the Party is the all-encompassing value in 
the Oceanic society. This value is enforced by the so-called Thought Police that monitor 
the citizens through ubiquitous surveillance and networks of snitches. The slightest signs 
of subversive aspirations are forcefully punished, and the citizens are well aware of this. 
This is to say that they fear the consequences of acting against the Party, and 
consequently choose to behave according to the values and concepts that have been 
imposed on them. 
 However, similarly to Brave New World, Winston Smith, the protagonist of 
Nineteen Eighty-Four, also answers to some deeper human values that override the ones 
existing in the society. He has a profound need to be able to trust someone, and to 
experience the feeling of love, which has all but disappeared from the general society.  
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 Nineteen Eighty-Four, however, ends up being an almost completely 
pessimistic dystopian narrative. Winston is captured for Thoughtcrime and he is tortured 
into ultimately accepting and even loving the hegemonic power, which means he does not 
even get the consoling honour of dying a martyr. 
 
The last brief chapter in the analysis section demonstrates how some of concepts and 
terms used to describe the two main works can also be applied to E. M. Forster’s The 
Machine Stops and Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451. 
 
The final discussion records several similarities between the hegemonic powers of the two 
main novels. Although the societies rule in very dissimilar ways, they essentially repress 
the same types of traits in their citizens.  
The thesis concludes that human nature and values are changed in many 
ways in the dystopic societies at hand. The success of the hegemonic powers implies that 
it is possible to corrupt and repress human nature and its inherent values. In other words, 
the essential characteristic of a dystopic society is inhumanity. However, behind this bleak 
sentiment lies the strong notion that the good character traits and, for example, the need 
for sincere love will always reappear and can never be completely negated. The alienated 
protagonists of the novels demonstrate that human nature is constant and cannot even be 
quenched by the intricate systems of oppression that exist in dystopic societies. 
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